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CHAPTER 1
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Viktoria

MIKHAIL ALEKSEEVA. That’s the name of the man my brother sold me to, like a bargaining chip, to pay off the debts devouring him like a relentless addiction. This man was the one responsible for his first wife’s death. A dark remnant of a life marked by tragedy.

How could my own family have handed me over to someone so terrible, a true monster, as if he’d crawled straight out of a nightmare? I have no other choice. From the moment I was born, I was molded to obey my mother’s every whim. My father left this world when I was only five, leaving my older brother, Leonad, in control of our entire family. Guilt has always been a heavy shadow over him, but that doesn’t excuse his disgusting character and deplorable essence. The way he looks at me, it’s like I’m nothing but an object of desire, a possession he can control however he wants.

Surrounded by insecurity, I always sought refuge in my mother. Maybe she knows the immoral abyss her son hides, and that’s why she keeps me close. His jealousy over me and his obsession with stopping me from getting married when I was younger was talked about. I always noticed that the mix of zeal and possessiveness in his eyes wasn’t brotherly love.

The day after my fifteenth birthday, Leonad came to my room. The storm raged outside, as if the sky mirrored the turmoil swelling inside me. He knelt at my feet, begging me never to leave him. The darkness in his eyes revealed a disturbance that terrified me. Despite every desire to pull away from him, my body felt made of stone, and his hands gripped me with a strength I couldn’t fight. He repeated, like a madman chanting a mantra, that no man would ever have me, that I was his. That wasn’t love—it was a portent of calamity.

Leonad never played with me, like a brother should, and he never hugged me with affection. His gaze always carried something sinister: a mix of malice and immorality that, to him, seemed perfectly ordinary.

That night, our mother intervened, begging me not to tell anyone, to stay silent for the sake of my brother. She said the drink had twisted his mind and promised me nothing like it would ever happen again.

When I was about to turn twenty-one, I learned my fate was already sealed: I would marry the head of the Bratva.

Moscow had always been a frozen city, but nothing compares to the despair consuming my heart. I’m suffocating inside this white dress with its full skirt. The enormous train drags across the floor, the sleeves cover my arms like invisible shackles, and the lace—a macabre charm—brings me thoughts of a future I never wanted. The diamond tiara, a gift from my future husband’s grandmother, adorns my head with a weight that grows heavier by the second. Her words echo in my mind:

“Every woman in my lineage wore it at their wedding.”

So this tiara isn’t just a status symbol—and it was also worn by Mikhail’s late wife.

The wife he killed.

Why? Because she was infertile. Because she couldn’t give him children. Their love, in the eyes of divine law, was nothing but a farce. If the story I’ve heard whispered in the shadows is true, her death wasn’t mere misfortune—it was a premeditated plan that wove Mikhail into a web of betrayal and cowardly decisions.

How is it possible that my own family handed me over like an offering on a silver platter to a murderer? No other family would dare make such a sacrifice, but mine will do anything, especially when it comes to my brother’s life. His never-ending debts to the Orokov gang threatened our existence. In his desperation, Leonad sold me to the first man who showed interest in me.

My wedding was organized by my mother and Mikhail’s grandmother in record time. In less than five months, everything was decided, as if I were a fugitive about to slip free from the claws of fate itself.

I take a deep breath, trying to gather courage. The music fills the room, announcing that the ceremony is starting. Soon it will be my turn to enter the cathedral and unite myself with a man whose face I know only from photographs. His beauty, undeniable, is a double-edged sword, because the thought of spending the rest of my life beside someone so charming and experienced is both a trap and a good promise.

The worry about his age torments me. I see my cousin married to a man ten years older than her, and I notice the disharmony between them, as well as his relentless dominance over her and his lack of romantic gestures.

Will I also be condemned to live with a man I can never love? A man who will tear me away from the dream of a full and free life?

“You are the most perfect bride Moscow has ever seen,” my mother assures me, adjusting every fold of my dress with meticulous obsession.

All week, she kept repeating that everything had to be flawless. That I was marrying a powerful man and that, being younger than him, I must always behave in a way that matches his stature.

“Understand, daughter, that all of society will be watching you. Everyone wants to know who Viktoria Aidorov is. You will be the center of the world, my dear. You’ll shine so brightly that their envy will only grow. My friends will never be able to marry their daughters off to a man as powerful and important as your husband. I, without a doubt, will be remembered for this.” She stares fixedly into my eyes.

I know her focus has always been on appearances, on status, and not on how terrified I am, about to get married to save my brother. I’ll live beside a stranger who is a killer.

“Viktoria, chin up. Walk toward success, darling.”

“Mom, I don’t want to get married...” My voice falters, and tears threaten to swallow me.

She squeezes my cheeks in a silent warning.

“If you mess up your makeup one more time, I’ll have to spank you, Viktoria. Enough of this nonsense! You know you can’t back out. Your brother’s life depends on this marriage. Thanks to this union, your future husband paid off all our debts and raised our status.”

“And what will I become, trapped with a man who killed his ex-wife?”

“Quiet!” She hardens her gaze, releasing my cheeks. “You talk as if marrying a billionaire is the end of the world, you foolish girl.”

“You only care about my brother...”

“And what do you suggest? Call off the wedding? Go back home and live under your brother’s abuse? Do you think he would control himself now that you’re a grown, attractive woman? Who could stop him? You? Me? No one would stop him. And if you refused to marry, you’d be ruined. This marriage is the best thing that will ever happen to you. Just thank me and smile.”

“Mom, did you always know my brother was bothering me and just stayed silent?”

My chest tightens at her omission. In the past, she made me believe Leonad lost control because of the drink, that he couldn’t manage his emotions when drunk. But she always knew; she always noticed his predatory looks. When it comes to her favorite son, nothing else matters.

“Lower your voice. Do you want someone to hear and think you’re impure?”

“Is that your biggest concern? What people will think of me?”

“Impure? You’re not. I would never allow anyone to dishonor you.”

“Not least because then you wouldn’t be able to sell me off to someone in the future...”

I carefully wipe away my tears and use a fan so as not to smudge my makeup, even if it’s light. Any imperfection could ruin the day that’s supposed to be the most important of my life.

“Are you ready? It’s time for the bride’s entrance.” Leonad will walk me in—my brother.

I shrink under the intense gaze he casts over me, as if I were a trophy, a conquest.

“Such beauty. Truly captivating.” He extends his hand, waiting for me to take it.

Before touching him, I would prefer death. The mere act of giving him my hand would be horrifying. My body freezes at the thought of his touch.

If there’s anyone who can unsettle me more than my own mother, it’s him. Every time those eyes watch me, I feel as if I’m naked and my deepest fears are exposed.

Impatient, my mother takes my hand and places it in his.

“Just go already. This wedding starts now.”

My arm wraps around Leonad’s involuntarily. I’m guided to the altar under the pressure of expectations that hang over me like a black cloud.

“Hurry up. Being late isn’t elegant,” she scolds us with her stern motherly glare. “And don’t forget: always use concealer to cover those ridiculous little spots on your face.” She’s referring to my birth freckles. “Don’t let your husband see them, or he might get scared.”

I have a fair number of freckles—a trait of being a redhead—and my skin is very pale.

Mom strides ahead, hurried and proud, as if parading her victory. In seconds, it will be my turn to enter.

“Sister, if it weren’t for this damn debt and Mother’s insistence on marrying you off, I would never hand you over to another man.”

His words filled me with profound disgust. For a moment, I stay silent, like an unwanted shadow. The door will open soon, so I try to cling to a comforting thought.

“There’s nothing to fear,” I insist to myself. “He won’t do anything to me.”

“What I regret most in this life is that another man will be your first, and not me.” Leonad grips my hand with possessive strength. His fingers are like claws on my skin, provoking a torment that leaves me nauseated. “Pray to God I don’t kill your fiancé at the altar. My gun is loaded at my waist.”

I look at him, terrified. Is he really planning to kill my fiancé?

“What?” My voice comes out as a barely audible whisper. I’m overcome with terror.

“You’re going to get married, but you can’t sleep with him. You’re forbidden from sharing a bed with your husband.” Leonad is completely unhinged. He flees from reality and ignores the weight of his own words too easily. “Promise me, sister, that you won’t sleep with him. Or I swear I’ll kill everyone at that altar, but you won’t be handed over to Mikhail.”

A man in such a state of desperation is capable of the most insane atrocities. My heart tightens at the revelation he’s made to me.

“Please, don’t do anything you might regret. The church is surrounded by Mr. Alekseeva’s soldiers. If you kill him, we’ll all die: you, our mother, and me. Is that what you want?”

“Damn it!” he snarls, and in his eyes, I see the flame of madness. Leonad knows it would be the damnation of all of us if he went through with his plan. “To imagine another will have her instead of me... It drives me insane.”

“Leonad, we’re siblings. Why do you say such horrible things? You know all of this would be impossible.”

“If only our mother were dead, I would be your guardian and I would never marry you off.”

A shiver runs down my spine. Seeing this situation from that angle—as if my mother’s presence saves me from his atrocities—shocks me, even though I know her love for me will never compare to what she feels for him.

The wedding march begins to play, echoing like a dark summons.

“Please, don’t kill anyone,” I beg, my voice choked with emotion.

“Promise me you’ll stay a virgin.” He squeezes my hand hard, wanting me to promise. His eyes are fixed on me, pleading.

Suffocated and with no other viable option, my only way out is to agree.

“I promise I’ll stay a virgin.”

That promise flies in the face of my reality, because my future husband will probably make me break it tonight. But my brother doesn’t need to know that.

“I’ll know if you sleep with him. And if that happens, I swear I’ll kill all of you, including our mother.”

If I had no enthusiasm for this wedding before, now fear surpasses any good expectation that might have existed. The walk to the altar seems endless. When the doors open, they reveal the grandeur of the church and the splendor of the arrangements with white and red flowers. The crimson carpet beneath my feet fills me with an almost unbearable oppression. A thousand guests from noble families of the country, allies and influential people, are here, with the eyes of predators fixed on their prey: me.

The pressure of the heavy tiara on my head torments me, and the tight bun adds pain with its excessive pull. The dress, adorned with diamond stones, prickles me and crushes my body in a stifling way.

My steps grow heavier and heavier, dragging along as if the earth itself were calling me. A knot forms in my throat, and the worry over what my brother might do haunts me. He wouldn’t dare kill people inside a church. He can’t be that barbaric.

I step onto the petals the flower girl gently scattered before my entrance.

This is how a woman forced into marriage feels: with a crushing weight on her chest, suffocating her soul.

“I’m handing you over to him, but you’ll be mine, no matter the cost,” my brother, that demon, whispers discreetly.

The handsome Mikhail descends the steps to meet me. As we get closer, his figure grows more imposing to me—about two meters tall and with a majestic presence. His light-blue suit, designed by a renowned tailor, accentuates his sturdiness. What draws the most attention, beyond his seriousness, is his deep blue eyes, like a raging sea on a stormy night, hypnotic and unsettling. His dark hair, with a youthful cut, and his well-trimmed beard only intensify his beauty, worthy of a Greek god sculpted by skilled hands.

For a moment, it seems like only he exists at that altar. His beauty eclipses everything around him. His eyes are locked on mine with an intensity that disarms me. The dominant gaze he projects makes me feel a strange mix of shame and fascination, as if I were a mere lady standing before an incomparable masterpiece.

“I wish you happiness, brother-in-law,” Leonad says in a cynical tone, shaking my future husband’s hand.

Mikhail’s attention remains fixed on me. In his expressions, there’s a mystery that intrigues me. When his hand finally extends toward me, I can let go of Leonad’s to take his—wide and adorned with some tattoos that catch my eye, like untold stories. In this instant, relief floods my being, and a dominant, overwhelming warmth spreads across my skin. The entire church is silent now. Our gazes dance, speaking in a dialect understandable only to us.

He noticed how ice-cold my hand is.

The moment Leonad steps away, a sliver of safety settles inside me, allowing me to continue climbing the remaining steps toward the priest who will begin the ceremony.

I hold the bouquet with my other hand, feeling its weight like an omen. The fact that my hand is joined with Mikhail’s stirs strange sensations I’ve never experienced. My heart races as if trying to escape my chest, while he keeps his eyes locked on mine. At times, a shiver slides down my spine, the tension of the moment enveloping me. To him, what seems to matter isn’t what the priest says, but the contact between us and the silent connection hanging in the air.
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CHAPTER 2
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Viktoria

“I NOW PRONOUNCE YOU husband and wife. What God has joined, let no man put asunder. You are bound together for all the days of your life.”

For all the days of your life. Those words echo through my mind like a relentless mantra. It might sound romantic in theory, but in practice, it means a cruel reality stretching out endlessly before me. Imagining years, maybe decades, trapped in a loveless marriage paralyzes me with fear.

The bouquet that was in my trembling hands is now with the florist. This way, I can hold both of my husband’s hands.

I feel my freedom slipping through my fingers.

The wedding band on my finger glints under the altar lights—heavy and cold. It’s made of white gold, just like his. When he slid it onto my finger, the simplicity of the gesture stood in stark contrast to the complexity of what was about to consume us.

My mother’s triumphant smile confirms her victory in this invisible war. She married her daughter off to the “best catch” a man from a social class far above our own. An achievement that, for so long, seemed like a distant dream; something that even in our most prosperous days, we could never have imagined possible, one that would elevate our family name so greatly.

“The groom may kiss the bride.”

Thank God I didn’t trip in these high heels, didn’t faint under the suffocating heat of this voluminous dress, and most importantly, didn’t ruin my makeup. My mother looks radiant; a star in her own little spectacle of happiness. She should give me an award for putting up with everything she asks of me. For the sake of my family’s security, I accepted this union, sacrificing my own happiness and freedom.

It’s so infuriating when someone who doesn’t deserve a victory ends up winning anyway. Leonid and Mama will have plenty of reasons to celebrate tonight.

When I meet Mikhail’s eyes, a wave of confusion and desperation washes over me. What are his eyes trying to tell me? I see a faint smile I can’t decipher.

“Oh, just kiss her already!” his grandmother shouts from the front row, impatient, watching our every move like a fervent fan.

Kiss? Are we at that part of the ceremony already? I look at the priest, who wears the complacent smile of someone marrying a passionate, fulfilled couple. But we are so far from that reality.

Mikhail releases my right hand, places it on my waist, and pulls me closer. I gasp, feeling the intensity of that hungry gaze. My heart pounds erratically, ready to leap out of my mouth.

“We should give the audience a show,” he whispers, his tone playful, as if trying to break the tension.

I close my eyes, accepting whatever he’ll do next. Expectations swarm like a storm of nerves. I’ve never kissed anyone, and suddenly, every scrap of knowledge I have about what to do in a moment like this evaporates. His mouth looks like an irresistible invitation, but instead of pressing his lips to mine, he softly kisses my forehead, leaving me stunned and bewildered.

As embarrassed as I feel, I sense a connection with him, a stirring of something at the mercy of his control.

“No one needs to witness what we’ll share,” his voice is a whisper laden with promises. “We have a reception to get through. Later, we’ll pick up where we left off. Just the two of us.”

Nothing escapes my lips, but I feel a mix of anxiety and anticipation as we walk together toward the church exit. The marriage is official, and from this moment on, there’s no turning back.
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THE CAR THAT BROUGHT us to the reception arrived in less than ten minutes. The Alekseeva family mansion is both magnificent and terrifying. This is where I’ll be living. An astonishingly luxurious place, far more comfortable than the house I grew up in. But deep down, it’s a gilded prison.

Mikhail is on the phone, talking about what sounds like a parallel world, while I try to process my feelings. Even on our wedding day, he’s consumed by his obligations. A workload I find disproportionate.

At the mansion entrance, my mother waits for me anxiously, like a hawk on the prowl, ready to make sure my dress is perfect. Appearances are everything to her. The burning desire to tear myself out of this armor of satin and tulle dominates every thought. Other brides, maybe, wear a lighter dress for the celebration, but that choice wasn’t mine—my mother and Mikhail’s grandmother decided for me. From the very beginning, I’ve had no control over my own life.

The reception is packed with guests, many of whom I barely know. Congratulations come in several languages, creating a symphony of voices that blends in my ears. Each “congratulations” is like another drop in a bucket already overflowing with pressure. My legs begin to ache under the weight of these heels, and the worry about ruining the dress keeps me on edge.

“Let’s stop here. My wife needs to sit down. Thank everyone for us, Grandmother,” Mikhail announces, making everyone pause to look at us.

“Of course, take your wife to dinner, and then... Well, you know what you need to do after that. But first, we must have a dance,” his grandmother urges us, excited.

His hand wraps around mine and leads me to our table. The view of the garden is stunning. The decorations truly look like something out of a fairy tale.

After hours of posing for photos, the only wish in my heart is to rest, even if just for a moment. Sitting down is a struggle because the dress is heavy, and my fear of wrinkling it is palpable. Mikhail, noticing my distress, carefully pulls the train aside to help me.

“Careful,” I warn, genuine fear in my voice. “My mother will kill me if it gets wrinkled. For the past few weeks, she hasn’t stopped telling me what I should and shouldn’t do. This dress is one of the many things I can’t mess up.”

“Don’t let her see it tomorrow. She won’t recognize your dress after I take it off.”

His words caught me off guard, slipping from his mouth like a promise. My cheeks burn, unable to hide my embarrassment. The implication that he meant to tear my dress off tonight leaves me flustered.

“Ahh...” was all I could manage, not knowing how to react.

“Don’t worry about what she says or thinks. From now on, you don’t have to live up to those expectations. You can do whatever you want, without needing to consult her.”

I nod, feeling a wave of freedom mixed with fear.

During dinner, a comfortable silence settles around us. But I can barely touch the food on my plate; every bite is a struggle against the suffocating tightness of my dress. Besides, I hate most of the dishes being served. My palate is quite delicate, so I don’t eat just any kind of food, and the more elegant and expensive it is, the less I can stomach it.

“You chose the menu for our wedding and you’ve barely tasted a thing,” Mikhail observes, looking directly into my eyes.

“I didn’t actually choose it...” I murmur, being honest, and shrug.

“Who did?” he asks, intrigued.

“Your grandmother and my mother. They decided everything. Absolutely everything,” I confess.

I didn’t even realize I was saying something I probably shouldn’t.

Mikhail’s expression shifts, but instead of anger, surprise dominates his gaze.

“And you, what did you choose?”

“Nothing.”

“The dress you’re wearing? The decorations?”

“I couldn’t even choose the groom, let alone everything else.”

“Stupid! You stupid girl! You talk too much, Viktoria,” I scold myself internally.

“Wow. You’re really honest.”

He seemed to appreciate my frankness, which makes me wonder if my honesty will be a burden or a weapon. Mama always said a lady can’t say everything she thinks. She’s far too stuck in the old mafia traditions.

“I’m sorry. I’ll try to control my mouth.”

“You don’t need to control anything.”

I can feel my mother and his grandmother approaching. Perfectly in sync, as if they rehearsed it. Here they are again, together. I hope they haven’t come to decide the exact time we’ll consummate the marriage. I know how excited they are about that.

“How are the newlyweds? Having fun?” my husband’s grandmother asks.

“Grandmother, why didn’t you and Mrs. Aidorov allow my wife to choose anything for the wedding? Didn’t you think that, as the bride, that was her right?” Mikhail asks like a lawyer searching for the truth.

Instantly, a wave of shame consumes me. What will they say? Now they’ll think I was stirring up trouble. My mother shoots me a reproachful look, and Mrs. Alekseeva starts to explain herself, but I can barely hear her, lost in a whirlwind of emotions.

“I’m so sorry. We just wanted everything to be perfect.”

“From now on, don’t make decisions for my wife anymore. Whatever she decides or does will not be questioned,” the determination in his voice shakes me.

His grandmother nods, a look of approval on her face.

“This party is already tiring me out. We’re leaving.” Mikhail stands up.

I stand up too, my heart racing, knowing the dress has inevitably wrinkled. Which gives my mother a heart attack. It’s almost funny watching her hold herself back in front of my husband. If he weren’t here, she’d be pinching me black and blue.

“Leaving already? Not before a dance, little sister,” Leonid approaches us, giving me an unmistakable order.

I shrink behind my husband, slinking like a shadow to avoid my brother grabbing me and dragging me onto the dance floor. His impatience is palpable, so I know it won’t be long before he comes for me. No one around us seems to notice how terrified I am of dancing with him. I press myself against Mikhail’s chest, seeking support from him, as if he were a safe haven in the middle of my emotional storm.

My husband looks at me, intrigued. His expression is a mix of concern and confusion.

“I don’t want to dance. Please, let’s go,” I plead, remembering he’d said earlier he wanted to leave.

“No dance. We’re leaving now,” he answers, firm.

Mikhail’s grandmother’s voice rings out with an insistence I didn’t expect:

“I insist you spend the first night here at the mansion. I’ve prepared the room for you both.”

“And risk you spying on us, Grandmother?” Mikhail retorts, scanning the room with a protective gaze. “Thank you, but I want to spend the night alone with my wife, away from the noise of the music and the endless conversations.”

His words made my heart race. He wants privacy; which means whatever happens between us will require silence. It makes me nervous. Just the two of us on a long night together, with everything a couple can explore on their wedding night.

“You’re tired. Stay here,” Leonid insists, his tone mixing concern and firmness. “It could be dangerous to drive at night.”

“Don’t worry. I haven’t had a drop to drink, and the driver is ready to take us,” my husband replies, unconcerned.

“Of course. But I insist, my sister is exhausted. She’s sensitive and needs rest to recover from such a tiring day. Besides, with this cold, it might be better to let her rest tonight,” Leonid argues. His intention is clear.

“We are not spending the night here,” Mikhail states, firm. His possessive tone makes it clear he didn’t like what my brother insinuated one bit.

The tension is almost tangible in the air. Leonid might as well have shouted, “Don’t touch my sister! Don’t make love to her!”

“I was just trying to help,” he protests, looking offended.

“Next time, don’t,” Mikhail retorts, firm. “From now on, I know what’s best for my wife. Now, we’re leaving.”

The verdict is in.

Mama seizes a gap in the conversation to pull me aside. Her gaze carries a concern disguised as disappointment.

“Don’t let anyone see that your brother scares you. No one can know about his feelings for you. If your husband finds out, there could be a huge mess.”

“I’m not going to tell him anything, Mama.” I roll my eyes, exasperated.

“Be careful with that dress, don’t wrinkle it any more.” If she only knew what her son-in-law plans to do with it... “Did you hear me, you insolent girl?”

“Yes, Mama.” I forced myself not to scream.

Even at my own wedding reception, she pinches my arm. An involuntary yelp escapes me, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Oh, look at this clumsy girl, she almost tripped,” she makes up some excuse hastily, trying to smooth things over.

Like a true gentleman, Mikhail is by my side in the blink of an eye, holding me carefully, worried I might fall.

“Those shoes must be killing you,” he comments, and to my surprise, he kneels down in front of me, in front of everyone, to take off my heels.

It’s like a fairy tale where the prince kneels beside the princess.

“Step onto my blazer so your feet don’t touch this cold floor,” he instructs me, giving a soft smile, and places his expensive jacket on the ground without a care for wrinkling or dirtying it, just so my feet won’t touch the chill.

I follow his advice, while his grandmother and my mother watch, charmed by the lovely scene unfolding before them. My brother, on the other hand, burns with fury. His dark eyes are filled with silent jealousy.

“Bring a pair of shoes for my grandson’s wife,” Mrs. Alekseeva calls to a servant.

“That won’t be necessary. I’ll carry my wife to the car,” Mikhail says, and I’m stunned, wondering how the car will magically appear around us.

But when he sweeps me up in his arms, a small gasp of surprise escapes me, and I steady myself by placing my hands on his chest. I’m embarrassed that he’s holding me like this in front of so many people.

“Mikhail, people will talk...” After listening to my mother for so long, I’m worried about what others think, too.

“What frightened eyes you have, wife. Don’t worry, I won’t let you fall,” his reassuring tone softens my fear.

If only he knew that’s the least of my worries...
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CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




Viktoria

MIKHAIL SITS ME DOWN on the king-size bed, and the instant he loosens his tie, my heart races. The speed it pounds at now even surpasses the moment we got out of the car in the building’s garage and he carried me in his arms all the way to the bedroom. One of the coziest rooms I’ve ever been in—spacious and airy, with enough floor space for me to run a marathon if I wanted. Vintage furniture adorns the space, telling stories in every mark and scratch.

“We probably should have grabbed some personal items, but I believe there are towels and toiletries in the bathroom. Tomorrow I’ll take care of everything you need,” he breaks the silence with his calm voice. “Just tell me what you want, and I’ll have it brought to you.”

“It’s fine, I don’t need much.” I’m desperate, aching to get this heavy crown off my head. “What I want most right now is to get out of this dress.”

“That’s my greatest wish too,” he whispers, licking his lips like someone getting ready for dessert. And I think I’m that dessert.

As he starts unbuttoning the first buttons of his own shirt, I find comfort in his attitude, and the desire to strip off my dress grows inside me. There are more than twenty buttons down the back. Whoever sewed this on has extraordinary patience.

“There are a lot of buttons. A whole lot,” I warn him with a nervous smile.

“I admit I have skills with buttons. And I’m quite patient when it comes to getting rid of them.”

That line echoes in my mind, and in an instant, his past surrounds me. For him, undressing a woman might be an ordinary thing; maybe just a repetition of past experiences.

“First, help me take off this veil. This crown is really heavy.”

“My grandmother always overdoes it with the jewelry. She picked out this family heirloom—a tradition that all the women wear at their weddings, believing it would bring us luck and a lasting marriage, like the ones our ancestors had.”

“Guess it doesn’t work that well.” The words slipped out before I could hold them back.

“Why do you say that?” he asks, his look curious.

“If it did, you’d still be married to your first wife.” In that moment, I realize I might have gone too far.

Instead of getting irritated, Mikhail laughs at my comment. He has a really beautiful laugh. Not terrifying, like people say. They claim his laugh is diabolical, but on the contrary, I find it very amusing.

“Well, maybe that’s why she didn’t wear it at the wedding.” He smiles, a gleam in his eyes. “Which means our marriage will be lasting.” He spins me around and starts unfastening the veil that weighs on me. “I confess I’m not very good with hairpins. If it hurts, let me know.”

I nod, and he begins freeing them one by one with such gentleness that my tension starts to dissolve. When I finally take the crown off my head, I feel as if a massive weight has lifted.

“What a relief, my God!” I exclaim, setting it on the nightstand. One day, it will hold other love stories.

Mikhail keeps removing the pins that hold my hair, and his fingers slide through the strands.

“The color of your hair is beautiful,” he comments, looking at me with appreciation.

“My paternal grandmother was a redhead,” I say, any random thought that crosses my mind.

“I doubt her hair was as soft and fragrant as yours,” he murmurs, gathering part of my strands in his hands.

The mirror in front of us reflects not just our images but also a connection. I stare at his expression of enchantment, unable to believe he’s actually fascinated by me.

“Can you help me with the buttons now?” Shyness colors my voice.

“With pleasure,” he replies, so calm, and pushes my hair aside so it won’t get caught in the buttons.

With every button that opens, my husband reveals more of my skin, leaving my back bare for his gaze. The dress slides down slowly until it finally falls. At this moment, I find myself covering my breasts with my arms, embarrassed. I can’t look at the mirror. My dress pools on the floor, and shame floods my entire being.

“Fuck, Viktoria! Perfect! Is all of this for me?” he asks, flashing a mischievous little smile, finishing off what was left of my sanity.

“I-I...” Shyness takes over my answer.

His fingers touch the birthmark on my back, a symbol that, being different, draws his attention. It looks like a rosy heart on my pale skin.

“Beautiful,” his husky voice gives me goosebumps.

In perfect silence, we watch our reflected images. Behind me, Mikhail seems huge like a bear, protecting me and, at the same time, exposing me. I see in his eyes that he wants to devour me and tear me apart like a hungry bear.

“Did you wear this lingerie to drive me crazy? Viktoria, you succeeded,” he says as if that’s a good thing.

“The lingerie is for you,” the answer to his question comes out in a whisper, making my face even redder.

“It looks gorgeous on you. Fuck!” He tries to control himself. He’s completely beside himself seeing me like this. “You don’t have to be ashamed to admit you wore it for me. If you could see how I am right now...”

“Stop. Is it fun for you to see me like this?” I retort, looking away from him. I know exactly what he meant.

His hands land firmly on my shoulders, sending shivers down my spine. I can’t ignore the power of his touch.

“Look in the mirror and hold my eyes, redheaded doll.”

Unable to resist, I finally do what he asked. His gaze is devouring, full of intensity.

“My mother insisted I wear it.” I bite my lower lip, embarrassed.

“This time, she got the order right. Just this once. Don’t hide from me, Viktoria. It’s only the two of us here.”

“Only the two of us. That’s a little scary for me,” I confess, with vulnerability on the surface of my skin.

“I won’t be a monster to you. You don’t need to be afraid. I understand it’s natural to feel a little uncomfortable.”

“You understand that?”

“Actually, no. But I imagine that’s how it is.”

At another time, I’d find this funny. Maybe later, the two of us will laugh about this day.

“This is our first date and we’re already married.” My heart feels like it’s about to burst out of my chest.

“Exactly. And that means we belong to each other.”

“What do you want me to do?” I ask, uncertain.

“I want you to feel comfortable in my presence.”

“It’s not that simple. I’m practically naked in front of a man for the first time.”

“That man is your husband, the only one who will have you for the rest of our lives. Relax your shoulders, you’re too tense. Breathe deeply.”

I swallow hard, trying to release the tension that grips me.

“For you this is easy, Mikhail. It’s not your first time.” I try to look at the floor, searching for refuge.

“It will be our first time together.” The way he speaks is captivating. “Your voice is beautiful and sweet,” he compliments me. “Look in the mirror. See how I worship you.”

“Don’t make me look, please...”

“It’s a request from your husband, baby. You can ask me for something in return too, but first, fulfill my request.”

I look in the mirror and a wave of emotions washes over me. His gaze, full of fascination and desire, leaves me dazed.

“Can we just sleep tonight?” My request comes out more like a question.

“Is that what you want?” I nod, confirming. “Aren’t you even a little curious to find out what it’s like to be desired by your husband?”

I’m someone deeply curious, with a restless heart and a mind full of questions. It’s not that I don’t want to dive into the experience he has to offer me tonight. In truth, a mix of anxiety and expectations consumes me. I knew that when we got married, there would be a moment like this. A moment I imagined would be quick, fleeting, and filled with casual dialogue, exactly as my mother described.

“He won’t take more than five minutes, and then he’ll leave you alone,” her voice echoes in my mind like a mantra.

“What we have to do won’t take more than five minutes, and then you’ll leave me alone for the night?” I nibble my lip, feeling the expectations cling to my skin.

“Five minutes?” His eyes narrow, a glint of disdain at my question.

“My mother said the act lasts five minutes, and that afterward you’d leave me alone.”

“Your mother... Hell!” His frustration is palpable, almost as if it’s radiating in waves of heat. “How do I tell you this?” he reflects, lost in thought for a brief moment. “Little doll, what I want to do with you won’t take just five minutes. Quite the opposite. With the hunger I’m feeling, I intend to spend until dawn showing you what it’s like to be desired by your husband.”

Heavens! The mere idea that he wants to spend hours exploring every inch of my being makes my heart race. Would that be a blessing or a torment?

“Would that be good? Like... that long?”

He laughs softly—a laugh that blends respect and a certain fascination with my naivety. He shakes his head, seeming to admire the charm of a virgin soul in a world full of shadows.

“Don’t laugh at me. We women are raised differently from you men, who are born with freedom.”

“You’re right,” he acknowledges. There’s a trace of tenderness in his expression. “Don’t worry about anything, little princess. You won’t want to stop once you’ve started.”

His words dance in my mind, challenging everything I know about relationships. The conversations I overheard from my mother and her friends about giving themselves to their husbands never reflected happiness. But in the movie scenes I used to watch in secret, there seemed to be an indescribable beauty in sharing that moment with someone you love. In this scenario, however, there’s no love between us.

“Don’t look at me like that... please,” I plead, embarrassed by the intensity of his gaze, which is fixed on me like a burning fire.

“Forgive me, but I can’t help it. Just look at how you are within my reach. I’m tempted to throw you on this bed and devour you all night long.”

Mikhail turns me gently to face him and holds my hands above my head as if I were a precious treasure. His eyes roam my body with such deep adoration that it makes my stomach flip. He pulls me toward the bed and sits me down with an almost reverent care. My long hair falls over my breasts. I feel vulnerable, yet also powerful, in his presence.

“Don’t move.” Mikhail takes a few steps back, a look of domination on his face. “Keep looking at me the whole time.”

“You’re not going to...” Yes, he’s going to strip in front of me, without a shred of modesty.

The white shirt, with its collar popped in a way that makes him irresistible, is the first to come off.

“Viktoria, look at me,” he orders.

His voice, deep and rasping, pulled me back to the present the second I looked away from him.

His bare chest is a spectacle in itself, covered in sculpted, velvet-smooth muscles and adorned with tattoos that tell stories I’d love to hear. They’re living art. My eyes get lost in the beauty of every detail.

I’ve always dreamed of getting a tattoo, but my mother’s prohibition weighed on me like a chain.

Now, Mikhail opens his belt. His slow, deliberate movement carries a promise. Then his pants come off with an elegance that only heightens the tension in the air. With him in nothing but black boxer briefs, I feel my heart trying to escape my chest the moment I see his bulge pressing against the fabric, as if begging to be set free.

He’s huge.

His torso is seductive, his chest defined.

I swallow hard. The reality of the moment yanks me out of my naive daydreams.

“You can touch me, if you want.” It was both an invitation and a challenge.

I cross my legs in an automatic gesture, which makes his veins pulse, as if in reflex to his arousal.

“Do you want me to touch you?”

“The choice is yours, angel.”

“Then it’s going to take more than five minutes.”

As I admire him, desire dances in my eyes. Now, he’s not the only one with a hungry mouth.

“During the ceremony and the party, I kept thinking, ‘Wow, she’s so beautiful. All I want is for our wedding night to come so I can devour my delicious wife, who must be even prettier without this dress.’”

I laugh, enchanted and at the same time shocked by his shamelessness.

“Seriously, that’s all you thought about? Your mind could only think about sex?”

“What were you thinking about?” His expression takes on an air of disbelief.

“‘Now I’m going to have to go to bed with a man I know nothing about. What if my married life is worse than a nightmare? What if I’m condemned to unhappiness for the rest of my life? You only get born once, and I was born so unlucky.’”

“Is marriage really that bad for you?”

“My father cheated on my mother, so... I saw all her unhappiness.”

“I don’t intend to cheat on you,” he assures me firmly.

Somehow, I place a fraction of my belief in his words.

While my face burns with shame, Mikhail stands fearless, free from the weight of clothes, as if nudity were a true symbol of freedom to him.

“Come here, Viktoria. I want to taste your lips. If they’re as delicious as the scent of your hair, I’m going to need a lot of cold showers.”

I count to three in my head as I stand up and move toward him, aware that our night has only just begun, and that curiosity and desire will intertwine in a new and burning tangle.
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CHAPTER 4
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Viktoria

MY GAZE IS LOCKED ON his—commanding, enveloping me, placing me completely at his disposal. When his lips touch mine, my stomach drops, freezing me entirely. I’m like some foolish teenager experiencing her first kiss, and this moment is unfolding on the sacred wedding night of my marriage. His fingers glide gently along my jaw, guiding me.

Being with him is intoxicating, unlike anything I’ve ever felt. A wave of turbulent emotions spreads through my body, and I have the impression that my heart is about to explode in fire and passion—simply because of him.

When our kiss ends, I don’t really know what I’m doing or why he stopped it.

“Is something wrong with me?” Is he disappointed with the kiss?

“Everything about you is perfect, little one.” His eyes lock onto mine, electrifying. “Trust me,” he whispers, his voice low, seductive, and at the same time so confident that it makes me trust every single word he says.

His skillful fingers begin to toy with the lace of my panties, and I feel the core of desire pulsing through my body.

“You’re forbidden from holding back,” he murmurs, then bites my earlobe. His stubble grazes my skin, sending goosebumps across my body. “What delicious perfume do you wear...”
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