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Dear Reader, 

Get ready for your mind to be blown!

You met the powerful Masters and their sassy subs in CLUB DEVIL’S COVE. Now, this Christmas... they’re back and just as DEVILISHLY DECADENT and DOMINANT as before. Rhone Greer and his friends and co-owners of Club Devil’s Cove, Keon LeLuc, Ethan Brodie, Max Shaw, Jack Blackmore, Lance Talbot, Alex White, Pamela Seeger, and Bruce Rickett agreed that Sean was one of them and welcomed him back with open arms.

A story of love, hope, and second chances. 

Sean Scott had been undercover for so long; he'd forgotten who and what he was. In an attempt to reconnect with what little humanity he had left, he returned to Washington D.C. to find absolution at Club Devil's Cove. 

Except Tasha Alenichev, the daughter, or the Pakhan of the Russian Black Bratva Group, was out for revenge for his betrayal and lies to her two years ago when he pretended to be her lover. Suddenly, the Christmas season of debauchery and kink he had envisioned among family and friends turned into a battle for survival. 

Desperate to vanish into thin air, he slipped inside the Precision Secure team with a new alias to hide in plain sight—not only to keep him alive but also to douse the perditious anger of the fiery platinum blonde.

Now, he set out to pave a future path for himself and Tasha where crime and violence would take a backseat. Would this be the Christmas season where the emotional devil inside him ultimately finds peace?

Only time would tell...

Be prepared to encounter masterful Doms, audacious subs and one helluva devilish Christmas celebration that will make you wish you were there in the flesh.

If you haven’t read the Club Devil’s Cove series yet, why not catch up on all the Masters before you read this story? You can find them here: 

https://www.linzibassetauthor.com/club-devil-s-cove

I absolutely loved catching up with these blisteringly hot, sexy couples. I hope you find the same! 

Warm regards,

Linzi Basset
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A back alley at Martini's Restaurant & Lounge in Fort Washington, Washington, MD...

“SHIT,” SEAN SCOTT CURSED AND PUSHED HIMSELF upright against the wall. He quickly lifted his shirt to check where the round had entered. He searched and with a sigh of relief found an exit wound. One hand covered his side in an attempt to staunch the bleeding. There was no pain, just a burning sensation that began to travel in concentric circles. Gastric acid and bacteria began to flood into his abdominal cavity. His breathing turned rapid and shallow. He was going into shock. If he didn’t receive an exploratory laparotomy within forty-eight hours, his chances of survival were ten percent at best. 

This was the first time he’d been this seriously hit. An abdominal wound could deliver a man to face the zero moment. The last act when the lights go out forever.

It was an occupational hazard of the life he chose to pursue. Living on the edge. Staring into the abyss. Getting sideways chasing the monster. The adrenaline rush was addictive but over time he had become emotionally numb as a method to cope with the trauma of being actively engaged on the front lines as a Black Ops warrior for the U.S. Government. 

“Fuck! You stupid bastard!” 

His angry voice croaked in the cold silence of the night as he struggled to replay the moment of madness that had become a blur.

Reece Talbot had appeared out of nowhere. No matter how alert Sean always was, there had been no way he could have predicted the outcome, mainly since the two of them had never met. It stood to reason that there was no way Reece could have known the true identity of Steven Brown. 

“You can thank me later,” Reece grunted as he thrust a sharp kick into Sean’s abdomen, already covered in blood from the gunshot. “This bastard is a spy for the Feds. They’re hell bent on shutting us down including snuffing the life out of the Bratva in its infancy here in the U.S.” He held up a hand at the protest of Andrei Smirnov, the Avtoritet of the Black Bratva group. “We have a bigger problem than one undercover rat. Precision Secure is on to us. They know everything.”

“Fuck, Alex, move your ass or I’m dead,” Sean whispered as he felt the blood seeping from the wound, slowly robbing him of his life force. “Apply pressure, Sean! Don’t stop. Keep the pressure on,” he chanted to himself. 

He quickly shed his rucksack he never went without, and with his left hand pulled out a packet of hemostatic gauze and ripped it open with his teeth. Finding one end of the roll, he pushed it into the hole with an index finger until all two feet of it had disappeared. 

“Jesus, it hurts!” he gasped, relieved that the bleeding slowed to a trickle. Trembling from weakness and pain, he placed a thick bandage on top of the wound while wrapping his midsection with compression tape. 

Gasping from the excruciating pain with his nose and mouth fouled with mucus, he began to wretch. A fever now setting in caused him to break into a sweat and shake uncontrollably. 

With what little strength remained, he had managed to make a call and warn Alex White, who he reported to, that his sister, Paige who was also the wife of Ethan Brodie, might be in danger. Hopefully, he had sent a team there to ensure their safety. At the same time his own dire situation became critical as the minutes ticked by. Unfortunately, he had briefly passed out before he could give Alex the coordinates of his location. He could only hope they were able to track him via cell phone towers before his battery died. 

He grimaced as he recalled Tasha Alenichev’s expression as she stared at him after he had been shot. Disbelief, anger, and hurt were but a few of the ones he could identify. 

“You better choose wisely, my dear,” Reece grated through thin lips. “A mistake you make now will cost you dearly.” 

Sean noticed her pallor and identified the war that raged inside her to either help him or give in to Reece’s command and her loyalty to the Bratva.

“Wise choice,” Reece said in a low drone as Tasha pivoted on her heel and followed her comrades.

Truthfully, he couldn’t blame her for walking away and leaving him to die, no matter that they had been lovers for close to two years. A woman like her didn’t take kindly to being betrayed... especially when it involved her emotions. That he had managed to flee the house before they returned to make sure he was dead, was a miracle. Having not gotten very far away, he was nonetheless determined not to make it easy for them to find him.

“Is this it? Am I gonna die here today?” 

He leaned his head against the wall, feeling weaker by the moment. Pain threshold was subjective and varied. Much of one’s ability to tolerate extreme levels depended on a mix of psychological and emotional factors. Since he suffered a combination of both after being beaten and shot, his entire body was in shock and struggled to fight the inevitable. He closed his eyes in acceptance, only to blink as the collimated light beams of a car turning into the alley split the darkness. 

He didn’t have the strength to attempt to hide as he watched the black limousine come to a stop a couple of yards away. He could only hope it was Alex who had managed to find him. 

“Ye-bat! You look like shit, boy.”

Sean blinked at the haloed figure whose contoured silhouette was heavily chiseled by the blinding back lights. 

“Vladimir? W-what... I don’t understand? How did you... w-where did you come from?” His attempt to shake off the confusion was ineffective since his ability to think straight was severely compromised by the throbbing pain. 

“It’s not important.” Vladimir hunched down by his side and studied the wound. “Blyad! You’ve lost too much blood. We need to get you to a doctor.”

“How did you get into the States? Vladimir, the man who s-shot me—”

“Is a dead man. No one attempts to murder the Pakhan’s Vor of the Black Bratva and gets away with it.”

“He claimed I work for the Feds.”

Vladimir’s eyes narrowed. “Do you?” Sean had the feeling he was being tested. 

“No, except Tasha seemed to believe him.”

“I know every move you made, so I’m not the fool she is. I’m not the Pakhan for nothing.” Vladimir snapped his fingers at the two henchmen. 

“I don’t understand. Are you saying you took control of the Black Mafia group again? Without knowing who had tried to kill you?”

“You have been a source of information, Steven Brown, and the intel you supplied since you infiltrated the unauthorized Bratva cell here in the U.S. have helped identify the culprit. This is why I trust you and not a crime lord. We now know Andrei Smirnov is in cahoots with those who attempted to assassinate me. Do not be concerned. While we nurse you back to health, the brigadiers will ensure he is taken care of.”

“Fuck,” Sean grunted as the two bulky men helped him to his feet. He had the foresight to slip the burner phone he had been using to contact Alex White from his pocket. Since Vladimir didn’t believe him to be anything but loyal to the most feared Bratva group in Russia, the Black Mafia, it wouldn’t do to be caught out by such an oversight. 

He had been undercover as a gun for hire as Steven Brown for the past six years to ensure an airtight profile to infiltrate the Russian Mob. Vladimir had been so impressed; he had been relentless in his pursuit to recruit him. 

In the Russian Mafia, Vor, which meant thief, was an honorary title given when a recruit showed considerable leadership skills, personal ability, intellect, and charisma. Vladimir trusted him so much that he bestowed him with the title. Although he wasn’t officially part of the Bratva, he had to accept the code of the Vor v Zakone, thief in law, with the purpose of keeping Vladimir informed of any suspected Bratva operations within the U.S. borders. Since he was already a trusted comrade in Vladimir’s eyes, he had instructed him to infiltrate the unauthorized Bratva cell which included his daughter, to find out what they’d been up to. 

Their involvement with Reece Talbot and the Sixth Order Syndicate had made it clear that the reason they were in the U.S., to steal the MOKV designs from the Government, was another effort to set the Pakhan up to take the fall. It would be a twofer, unseating him as the Godfather of the Russian mob and have him end up in jail to prevent retribution. That was what had secured Sean’s belief that contrary to what Vladimir thought, someone in the Black Mafia Group knew his assassination had failed.

“W-what about Tasha?” He clenched his teeth as he slumped on the back seat of the limousine. He was feeling weaker by the moment. “She went with the bastard.”

Vladimir’s expression remained stoic. “My daughter has proven to be an even bigger disappointment by siding with a betrayer. Leaving you to die, the man she took as her lover, once again shows her inability to make informed decisions.” He slapped a hand on the seat and said over his shoulder at the driver, “Let’s get going. I don’t want my right hand man to die before he formally steps into his new position.” Vladimir raised an eyebrow at the expression on Sean’s face. “Or would you rather remain in a country where your fellow citizens betray you and set you up to die?”

“No, I definitely accept. It’s just all c-confusing.”

“Stop banging your head over it. Because of your loyalty to me and the Black Bratva, I’ve come to take you back to Russia with me to give you a better life. It seems I arrived just in time.”

“I still don’t understand how you found me.”

“The Sat phone I gave you to make contact has a tracking chip.” His smile was evil. “You should know by now that I always make sure those who I entrust my life to can be reached at all times.” He smiled, “You have proven your worth over and over. Now is the time to reap the rewards.” 

With a self-satisfied grin, he sat back in his seat. “From this point forward, you will be the Avtoritet of the Black Bratva; my advisor and my right hand man. You will be known as Stepan Belov. I have already arranged for the appropriate identity documents and passport. Steven Brown is no more. It’s just too... American. Your new life begins today.”

Well, fuck me over, why don’t you. It was the last thought that ran through Sean’s mind as a black cloud wrapped around him and pulled him into a dark void of unconsciousness. 
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The dead body of Steven Brown, a local resident and personal trainer, was found in the back alley of Martini's Restaurant & Lounge in Fort Washington early this morning. He suffered a severe beating and had been shot. If anyone has any information or knowledge that could lead to identifying his assailant, please contact the local authorities. Mr. Brown has no known family and will be cremated upon completion of the investigation into his death.

Tasha Alenichev read the announcement in the newspaper over and over, struggling for the first time in her life to keep tears from flowing down her cheeks. She never cried. It was the one thing her father had drilled into her early on. The daughter of a feared Bratva leader did not show emotion—no matter what.

As a good daughter, she had followed all his rules and had gained the title, The Bratva Ice Princess, by the time she was sixteen. 

“Would you like another latte, miss?”

Tasha nodded without looking up. Her gaze was fixated on the grainy picture of the man she had accepted as her lover for the past two years. They had lived together in his house and no matter how much she tried to deny it, the grief she felt confirmed the undeniable fact that she had been in love with him. 

She had never told him as much. The Ice Princess would never admit to such a trivial emotion. Not even the news that her father had died had affected her as much as discovering that Steven was dead. She had secretly hoped he would survive, that somehow he would have managed to get hold of the emergency services once they had all left the scene.

Since witnessing him being shot, she had experienced waves of unrelenting grief. The belief that he had betrayed her and now with the knowledge that he was gone was so strong that she felt as if she was about to be swept off the edge into oblivion.

The pain seemed to come at inexplicable moments interrupting her rote behavior of remaining completely dispassionate. She didn’t know how to deal with the sudden flood of memories of their time together since she had been taught never to indulge in sentimentalism. The only thing that mattered was the here and now. 

“But I don’t know who to trust anymore. Reece Talbot? A man who all too easily betrays his own country and would lie to strengthen his association with the Bratva. My family, who proved I mean less than nothing to them, even to my mother at times; or the Black Mafia group that had been cleaved in two since my father’s death. I sure as hell don’t trust Andrei. He was the one who formed a coalition with the Sixth Order, an American Crime Syndicate, even before Vladimir was killed,” she said, sotto voce. She had learned over the past couple of weeks that Andrei had been keeping things from her. She had no doubt he had a different agenda than what he let on. Taking over as the Pakhan of the Black Bratva Group being at the top of the list. 

“Not going to happen on my watch, Andrei. If anyone deserves the title of Pakhan, it’s me—the Black Bratva Ice Princess, and this time, I refuse to let you and Reece Talbot stand in my way.”

“Your latte, Miss.”

She accepted it with a gracious smile. It was time to return to Russia and make demands to be accepted as the new leader of the Black Mafia group. No one deserved the title more than the daughter of the late Pakhan, Vladimir Alenichev. 

“And no one is going to stand in my way—not even my mother.” Ekaterina might be a loving mother but she had supported Vladimir in keeping her from advancing higher up in the Black Bratva Group. Now that he was dead, it was time to show her mother she had inherited the strength from her father.

Having made her decision, she finished off the decadent remnants of the croissant and latte. Andrei could side with Reece Talbot all he wanted but by the time he returned to Russia, she would be sworn in as the Pakhan... come hell or high water. 

Maybe that way she would eventually be able to forget about the attractive dark blonde man who had taught her that the heart was meant for more than providing a vessel to pump blood through the body. 

Who knows, the hurt she suffered from his death might wane over time... although at this moment, it felt like nothing could ever replace the depth of loss she bore in her heart and soul. 
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Two years later. Tsaritsyno Museum-Reserve, Moscow, Russia...

“ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER DEATH. IT’S BECOMING predictable.” 

Stepan Belov leaned against the width of an old oak tree whose branches formed a canopy over one of the walkways leading from the impressive Tsaritsyno palace toward the Borisovsky pond. It was one of his favorite places in Russia. He came for a stroll in the park many times to get away from the demands of his undercover position as the Avtoritet of the Black Bratva. Some days he struggled to remember who Sean Scott was... the kind of man whose beliefs compelled him to join a covert black ops team tasked with infiltrating the Bratva.

At first, he hadn’t expected the entire operation to last more than three years. Suffice it to say, he had been naive, since here he was, six years from the day he went undercover as Steven Brown in Saudi Arabia where it had all began and still living the lie.

Over time, the clandestine lifestyle had become exceedingly difficult. Lines had become blurred, so much so that he questioned whether he could ever go back and be the man he used to be. Killing on demand was much easier now than the day he had to perform the first assassination on the instruction of the Pakhan of the Bratva. 

Vladimir had saved his life but no matter how many times he had told himself over the years that he was forever in his debt, the reality was, he had more than repaid this obligation than he cared to admit. 

The fact that he felt nothing when he took another life concerned him more and more every day.

“I don’t know what fucking more the Director of the covert black ops division wants me to give him,” he said under his breath.

He had supplied a plethora of information to the U.S. intelligence agencies as a covert operative in the largest Bratva group in Russia. There was enough indictable evidence to severely cripple attempts by the Russian Mob to expand their operations in the U.S. while simultaneously eliminating the existing groups at the same time. 

“Yet, still, here I am. What the hell else are they after?”

His gaze drifted over the serene view of the castle. Beautiful and tranquil with its vivid, Neo-Gothic architecture of towers and lancet arches, it always seemed to help decompress a distracted mind. Not this time though. 

And he knew why, or rather who stood at the root cause of his discontent this day.

“Tasha Alenichev.” His heart raced as the name fell unconsciously from his lips. 

She had been furious when she had arrived in Russia to discover that not only was her father still alive but also that Reece Talbot hadn’t killed her lover.

More than anything, she was livid at his betrayal— that he had lied to her about being her father’s lackey and was sent to spy on her. Worse, becoming her lover to keep her close. For all of that, she hadn’t forgiven him. 

At first he had waited for her to plunge a knife into his back. Afterall, she was the Bratva Ice Princess but Tasha had too much class to make his suffering that easy. No, she chose a much harsher method to punish him for his betrayal. 

“The fucking woman is driving me crazy,” Sean sneered in a grim voice, keeping his voice low.

He had made himself believe in the beginning that it didn’t matter that she had sex with all the supposed friends he had made over the years, going as far as taunting him with it. It had reached a tipping point. 

The nearly two years they had spent together as a couple had been a means to an end to facilitate his cover. But something else had transpired along the way. He had fallen in love with the fiery platinum blonde. Worse, yet. He still loved her.

“I am such a fool.”

The fact that he was her father’s trusted Avtoritet, a position she believed was her birthright, exacerbated the matter. Not a day passed that she didn’t make her displeasure known. 

As a Dominant in the BDSM lifestyle it had become extraordinarily trying to curb his natural inclination to whip her ass purple for all the trouble she was causing him—and then fuck her stupid on all fours until she passed out. 

“Get that damn vision out of your mind, Belov. Now isn’t the time to walk around with a hard-on.” Unaware of the salient causing a noticeable aberration in the otherwise consistent fit of his jeans, he looked about while reconfiguring the disobedient part that had become animated by his own insurgent thoughts.

The vibration of the watch on his wrist alerted him that the time had come to attend to Vladimir’s latest order. It was nearing dusk with the last of the daily visitors and tourists having left long ago. He had deliberately chosen a time when there would be no one around. 

He forced his mind to go blank, locking the miniscule existing piece of Sean Scott’s soul behind an icy veneer. It was the only way he could transform himself, if only briefly, into the feared Black Mafia assassin he had become... a remorseless killer.

The only consolation he had was that those he killed, all cruel and deadly criminals, deserved to die. They were the ones who opposed the mighty Pakhan of the Black Mafia Bratva and had to pay the price for not conforming to his rules.

He headed toward the far side of the Borisovsky Pond where he had arranged to meet Andreev Malyuk, the kingpin of the Sodolskaya Gang, the largest organized crime syndicate in Russia. It had taken two years but Stepan had finally managed to find out which organization had been behind the covert Bratva cell that had gone to the U.S. under Andrei Smirnov’s rule—without the Brigadiers’ permission. They were the ones who had ultimately colluded with U.S. crime syndicate, The Sixth Order, and Andrei to assassinate Vladimir.

Along with The Sixth Order, at the time, they had attempted to usurp the Italian-American Mafia and infiltrate the Government. The interference of Rhone Greer and Precision Secure had effectively put an end to that endeavor. Stepan was happy that he at least had played a small role in assisting them even though he hadn’t been there at the end to reap the rewards of seeing Reece Talbot getting smoked. 

Stepan took his time as he circled the location of the meeting to ensure Malyuk hadn’t brought along a squad of soldiers. He had no intention of dying here today. He always played it safe and never exposed his presence until he was sure there would be no surprises. He had learned his lesson with Reece Talbot. 

The Sodolskaya Gang wasn’t happy with the minute level of power the Black Mafia group had allowed them in dealing with political corruption, arms sales, uranium trading, and human trafficking. That was why they wanted Vladimir out of the way—a rather fruitless exercise since the Black Bratva had enough strength and leaders within their ranks to continue without missing a step should their Pakhan be neutralized. 

Now, the time had come to pay the Piper for his faux pas. 

“I’m glad to see you’re on time.” Stepan’s voice sounded as dark and deadly as the unblinking gaze that held the waiting man captive. 

“I can’t say the same for you,” Andreev Malyuk sneered. “You’re fifteen minutes late.”

Stepan shrugged as Malyuk glanced behind him. 

“Where is Vladimir? He is the one I expected to have this conversation with. Not one of his lackeys.”

The smirk was no more than a twitch of lips but it portrayed danger the likes of which Malyuk recognized immediately. 

“I’m hardly a lackey.” Stepan slowly circled the much heavier man. “I assume Vladimir is home since he trusts me to take care of...” the smile became Cheshire-like, “trivial matters.”

“This is hardly a trivial matter, you Zalupa konskaya!”

“A horse’s peehole? Oh, come now, Malyuk. Surely you can do better than that?”

Malyuk turned pale. He had forgotten that Stepan spoke fluent Russian. The coruscating doom in the younger man’s eyes didn’t bode him well. He took a step back as he watched him leisurely lighting a Backwoods Russian Cream Cigarillo. His smile was one of satisfaction as he breathed in the comforting aroma of tobacco smoke and tasted the sweet, mellow flavor on his tongue. It irritated the crime lord that he dared disrespect him by not offering him one.

“Well, Malyuk, spit it out,” Stepan’s voice lowered as he stared at the glowing red tip, his curt voice bordering on the edge of boredom.

“Go to hell, yebat' litso. I didn’t come here to indulge in a chit-chat with you. I’ll be leaving and you can inform Vladimir that if he wants a conversation with me about the future of his rule in the Russian Bratva and criminal world, to come to me and—ugh... Zaebis’!” he screamed as Stepan stubbed out the burning ember of the cigar against the back of his neck.

He had been a fool not to understand the serious consequences of facing off against the Black Mafia’s Avtoritet. Unfortunately, he hadn’t given any credence to the rumors that Vladimir treated his second-in-charge more like a son than a comrade. Now, caught out, he realized his mistake. 

The Black Bratva Group was the biggest mafia authority in Russia and had been known for being violent, particularly toward those who betrayed them. His blood went cold inside his veins at the thought that there was more to this meeting than he had initially realized. 

“I don’t appreciate my time being wasted,” Stepan growled in his ear, then laughed as he felt Malyuk struggling against the choke hold around his neck.

“And you should know better than to make demands from Vladimir Alenichev. He owns Russia, Malyuk. I would’ve thought you knew that by now?” His voice lowered. “Especially since your recent attempt to get rid of him failed.”

Malyuk froze—unfortunate for him since it was the only admittance of guilt Stepan needed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Really? I suppose we’ll have to agree to disagree on that matter. Anyway, Vladimir did ask me to give you a message though.”

“Let me go!” Malyuk struggled anew as he was overcome with fear at the outsized strength of the muscular man. He breathed in deeply as he relaxed his hold. “What does he want?”

“From you? Nothing, but since you’re after his power... you do realize how this is going to end, don’t you?”

“You just said he had a message for me,” Malyuk wailed in protest. 

“Ah, yes, I almost forgot. He said to tell you: Zhri govno i zdohni!”

“No!” he gasped as the echo to eat shit and die registered in his mind the moment that Stepan tightened a piano wire around his neck. “Please,” he begged, kicking, and clawing for air. He thrashed and twisted but the large man behind him was too strong as he methodically tightened the garrote. No amount of struggling helped, as Stepan seemed unaffected by the few kicks that connected with his shins. 

Stepan watched with a hooded expression as he felt a surge of Herculean power rush through him, engorging the vascularity in his bulging arms with fresh, hyper-oxygenated blood to collapse Malyuk’s esophagus. 

Over the subsequent passage of two short years, he had become a ruthless assassin—godless in that very moment as he dispassionately and intimately took the life of another man. 

“Like so many others in this business, you’re a balvan.” Thick headed fools that Stepan didn’t have the patience for, predominantly those like Malyuk who believed they were entitled to riches and power because of being the top authority in a dog-eat-dog world. 

The fury with which he tightened the piano wire came from deep within—of a man caught in a world he didn’t belong in, of a demon who demanded he give over to that very world, and finally, as he yanked it with brutal strength to cut through skin and sinew, of a man who completely gave over to the dark pleasure and power taking possession of his soul. He dropped the dead man to the ground.

The tension in his expression was flanked by his hunched shoulders as he secured cement weights that he had left there earlier, along the length of Malyuk’s body. He had deliberately chosen the deepest end of the pond, knowing the corpse would sink to the bottom and not be visible through the murky water. By the time he would be discovered, if ever, the fish would have feasted on his flesh and left only a skeleton behind.

Using a Deadman lift, he carried the body to the bank and with a mighty heave, threw it into the water. With an impassive expression, he watched it slowly disappear from sight.

“Jesus.” The hoarse cry echoed through the stillness of the early evening as he sat down, leaning against a massive old oak tree. He ran a trembling hand through the weight of his long, dark-blonde hair. At home he had preferred a short buzz cut but once he became ingrained in the position as second in charge of the Black Bratva Group, he had started growing it. The look added to the dark appeal that oozed from him. At times it was caught at the back of his neck in a ponytail but today it hung loose around his shoulders. 

“That was fucked up. God, I have to get out of this country,” he mumbled bitterly. His right eye and mouth formed a rigid grimace as he folded his arms tightly across his broad chest.

It was the first time that he had willingly crossed over the line to embrace the mindset of a pathological killer. Killing was never a pleasure, but this time—this time he had exulted in the manic display of his own power and the feeling of the poor bastard’s hot blood seeping over his hands as he felt Malyuk’s life slip away.

He had allowed the demon inside him to take over. 

“I have to get back home. The sooner the better. Before there’s no chance of recouping the man I once was—fuck! Listen to me. The man I am! I am still Sean Scott. I have to be. I just have to!”

Stepan knew that if he stayed any longer, the demon inside would surely destroy the last of his humanity; the remaining vestige of who he was that he had desperately been clinging to.

If only it wasn’t too late already. 
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Chapter Two
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One week later. Rublevka, a suburb located outside of Moscow; Russia’s “Beverly Hills...

“AS ALWAYS, YOU TOOK CARE OF A HEADACHE OF mine, Stepan. Well done. Ever since the Sodolskaya Gang was informed of the tragedy that struck their leader, they have very quickly bowed to my rule.”

“Of course,” Stepan’s voice sounded morose as he sipped on the vodka Vladimir had pushed into his hand upon arrival. He stood staring out over the vast garden that seemed more like a park with walking lanes, huge oak trees, and small fountains everywhere. Like most Bratva leaders, the Alenichevs liked to live large. The suburb was chosen to cement their place in the community of the rich and famous; an area of social construction, popularized in mass culture as a synonym of being filthy rich since it was one of the most expensive residential areas in the world.

The house could easily be converted into a hotel since it sported twelve bedroom suites with all the luxuries known to man. Vladimir had been insulted that Stepan had refused to move in and live there with them but he had stood firm, specifically after Tasha had returned to Russia. There was no way in hell he’d be able to live in the same house as her; not with the hatred toward him of which she made no secret.

“Gmphf, Andreev Malyuk was hardly a challenge, Papa. I could just as easily have taken him out—had you asked me of course.”

Vladimir cut a sharp look of warning at Tasha who poured herself a neat vodka upon arriving in the large den. She made a point of ignoring Stepan.

“I don’t appreciate your rude interruption while I’m having a conversation with my Avtoritet, doch’.” His sharp retort was enough to make any of the Bratva members quiver in their boots but it had no visible effect on his daughter. 

“Avtoritet should only be given to a born and bred Russian!” she sneered. With a subconscious gesture of disgust, she presented a face with a wrinkled nose and jutting chin in a regal snub, all of it captured by the amused look Stepan awarded her with a brief sideways glance. “This... this pizdobol doesn’t deserve the title or your trust!”

It wasn’t the first time she was calling him a fucking liar, in fact, it was the one word that generally described every discussion they ever had. As always, he didn’t allow it to bother him. 

Especially now. He had been given the green light to return home. Indulging her desire to try and bait him into responding wasn’t going to happen. 

“She might as well stay since what I have to say would give her orgasmic pleasure, I’m sure.” Stepan threw the rest of the vodka down his throat, appreciating the tart burn as it settled in his stomach. 

“Oh, I’m sure this is going to be good.”

“Shut your mouth, doch’.” 

Stepan grimaced. He had never heard Vladimir call Tasha by anything other than doch’, meaning daughter. It was as if he deliberately reduced her importance in his life to a generalized title. A twitch that animated her lips proved the effectiveness of the slight. Stung by the offending name, she crossed her arms and stared at him. 

“Well? Are you waiting for us to turn into prunes before you make whatever scintillating announcement it is you have?”

“I want to go to the U.S.”

“Well, hallelujah, as some Americans would shout from the mountaintop! Let it be me to escort you to the airport right away.” Tasha’s voice was jubilant but Stepan detected a contradiction in the misty-eyed look that betrayed her true feelings. Whether it was in expectation of her father’s reaction or that he would be leaving, he had no way of knowing. 

“Tishina!” Vladimir silenced her as his eyes narrowed on Stepan. “Your country believes you to be dead, Stepan. Why do you want to go back?”

He shrugged, looking stoic as ever. “I have never asked for anything since the day of my arrival. I’ve worked my hands to the bone for you and not complained once. You can’t deny it, Pakhan, I deserve a break. Where I take my vacation is my choice, isn’t it?”

“True, and I understand the desire to go back to your homeland but you do realize there is danger in that as well?” Vladimir kept gazing at him intently, like he was waiting for a sign that Stepan was withholding something from him. The sudden announcement that he wanted to return to the U.S. clearly didn’t sit well with him. Stepan was sure he was cynical about whether it was purely an inbred desire to return to the U.S. or just a way to get his approval to leave without repercussions. 
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