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        Even the beast could get the beauty… he just had to take her.
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      Anastasia was a Russian mafia princess. 

      I was unworthy to even look at her.

      But that didn’t stop a bond, a friendship to form between us. She was the only good and right thing in my painful, brutal life. She was the only one who could look at my bruises and wounds and see I wasn’t a total waste of space.

      But I was ripped away from her, thrust into the underground world of violence and fighting, molded and shaped to be the ultimate killing machine for the Bratva.

      And that’s who I was now. 

      Razoreniye. Ruin.

      Now, ten years later, all of humanity had been stripped from me, all the emotion and empathy that I’d once felt taken away until I was nothing more than the beast who craved blood and had far too many kills tallied up.

      But they could never take her away from me. And so I followed her, watched her through her bedroom window, broke into her apartment, and held her as she slept.

      I wasn’t a good man. I was carved out from the very devil himself, and although I would never be good enough for Anastasia, that didn’t mean I’d ever let anyone else have her. 

      So when she was forced to marry another, I did the only thing that made sense.

      I took her in the middle of the night and kept her locked up until she realized she was mine and mine alone.
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      There once was a girl I knew with hair the color of a raven’s wings, eyes the shade of warm whiskey, and freckles across the bridge of her nose that I’d count and instantly feel calm.

      I’d tell her they reminded me of the stars. She’d laugh, and it was the greatest sound I’d ever heard. It was soft, like tiny birds chirping in a nest as they waited for their mother to feed them.

      I still remembered the way she smelled, like the wisteria around her father’s home when they first bloomed in the spring, bursts of sweetness that tinged the air so you couldn’t escape. You didn’t want to.

      I could remember so many things about her. How she looked at me when she didn’t think I noticed. How her laugh was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard, and how I’d hold on to that as I lay beaten and bloody in my room after my father beat the shit out of me.

      She brought this life and light into my soul that I was too selfish to give up.

      And then it was all taken away, a happiness I’d never again experience. Just taken from me in the most brutal, painful way like it meant nothing. Like I meant nothing. 

      Those were the things I thought about when I closed my eyes and lay on the floor, blood that wasn’t my own covering me, my knuckles raw and cut open because that was all I was good for.

      To deliver pain and hurt and all the violence a human could give.

      I may have lost my heart long ago. I may no longer have my humanity, or remember the sweet whispering of what happiness tasted like. But even still, I thought of her and those memories when I closed my eyes.

      They could never take them away from me.
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        Anastasia

      

      

      “My father will scold me if he finds out,” I whispered and stared with wide eyes at Kostya. 

      “Your father won’t do anything but give you a scowl and a tap on the back of your hand,” he said softly, mischief in his voice.

      Kostya had this little grin on his face and I couldn’t help but return it.

      “You know how spoiled you are,” he whispered and nudged me forward. “No one will care that you took it. Besides, if you get caught I’ll take the blame.” There was a strange softening in his eyes that made my heart do funny things.

      I knew he’d take the fall if I got caught. He’d done it more than once, against my wishes, but Kostya was protective of me. And I of him.

      Oh, God, this would be the worst thing I’d ever done, and honestly it wasn’t even that bad.

      “Come on, milaya moyna.” I looked at Kostya and felt this flutter in my belly every time he said that endearment. My sweet.

      He gave me a wink and looked back at the entrance to the kitchen. I followed his line of sight, smelling the baked goods being prepared for dinner tonight.

      “Maybe if you just ask Saskia, she’ll give us some treats.” That mischief glinted in Kostya’s eyes and he shook his head.

      “Milaya moyna, Saskia keeps her baked goodies locked up tighter than her⁠—”

      “—don’t even go there.” I cut him off and held up a hand. “I don’t even want to think about that.”

      He was chuckling before I even finished speaking.

      “One pie for you and one for me.”

      I scrunched up my nose, stalling.

      “Kostya, I don’t even need a whole pie.”

      He puffed out his chest and looked down at me. “I do. Look at how much bigger I am than you. Do you think one slice is going to be enough?”

      I made a very unladylike sound but didn’t bother responding. Kostya knew he was massive. He was two years older than me, and even at the tender age of fifteen, he was double the size of boys his age. 

      So when he said he could eat an entire pie by himself, he wasn’t exaggerating.

      I pulled on my bottom lip with my teeth as I looked around the corner into the kitchen. I could see Saskia moving back and forth, our robust cook “imported from Russia,” as my father had said, “because nothing in the States tastes as good or as authentic as stuff back in the old country.”

      Saskia had a rather rough-around-the-edges personality, but if she cared about you then it was like heaven came down and blessed you personally. And if you pissed her off? Well, she could flay the skin off of your bones just with a few choice Russian words.

      “And why don’t you just do it?” I whispered and glanced at Kostya again. The grin he gave me was extra mischievous this time.

      “You and I both know you like the rush of adrenaline and excitement breaking the rules gives.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “But I don’t mind going in there and snagging a few pies.” As if to make his point, his stomach growled and he placed a big hand on his abdomen and patted it. “Clock’s ticking, princess.”

      I internally groaned. He was right. Although I didn’t like getting in trouble, I couldn’t deny that the rush of the prospect of getting caught was an excitement unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.

      “How did I know I’d find you here trying to sneak some of Saskia’s treats?”

      I recognized the thickly accented voice that came from behind us. We both turned, and I didn’t miss how Kostya moved a step closer to me as we faced Timur, my father’s right-hand man.

      Timur’s lips twitched as he noticed how protective Kostya was, and I wanted to remind Kostya that Timur was like an uncle to me. I’d grown up around him, and he’d always been a stable presence in my life.

      For a moment we all just stood there in silence, Timur focusing back on me, his expression softening.

      “We weren’t doing anything,” Kostya said with hostility in his voice.

      I glanced over at him with my brows pulled down and feeling confused. I didn’t understand why he seemed upset all of a sudden.

      “Go on. I’ll look the other way. Your secret stays with me.” He gave me a wink before sliding his gaze back to Kostya, all friendly demeanor he’d given me completely vanishing at the snap of a finger.

      And then he was gone, turning and moving down the hall and out of sight. But I could still feel the tension coming from Kostya.

      “What’s wrong?” He didn’t answer, just shook his head. But I could see on his expression that there was something wrong. “Why did you act like that toward Timur?”

      “Sorry,” he finally said. “It’s just one of those days with my father, so I’m on edge.”

      I felt my heart hurt at hearing that. I knew Kostya’s father was a bastard, but I didn’t ask him about it because I knew he wouldn’t want to talk to me about the topic. I’d tried before and he had closed off far too quickly that I’d taken the hint.

      I let everything else go and smiled, glancing back into the kitchen and wanting to change the subject if it put Kostya at ease. And so I rounded the corner and stole those pies.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later we were hiding behind the pool house, fingers covered in sticky pie filling and the sound of Saskia yelling in the distance carrying in the wind.

      Saskia cursed in Russian and Kostya chuckled. “She’s so pissed.”

      I grinned and nudged my shoulder against his. “She’s gonna be on a warpath for the next few days thanks to us.”

      We were silent for a moment before I finally broke it up by asking, “Will you come watch me dance tomorrow?” I glanced over at Kostya. He was staring off into the distance, this weird look on his face before he masked it and looked at me.

      “I can’t, milaya moyna.” There was this strange tone in his voice that had me straightening my back. “I have to help my father fix something on the East end of the grounds.” He cleared his throat and looked away, but I heard the disappointment in his voice.

      I knew my expression probably mirrored that. And then sorrow filled its place because I hated that he had to be anywhere near his father.

      Artur didn’t see Kostya as anything but offspring he wished had never come to fruition. And God did that break my heart. How could anyone not see how much light Kostya had, how sweet and gentle he was despite his size? How he’d sacrifice everything for the ones he cared about?

      I looked off into the distance and lifted a hand to my throat as I thought about last week when I saw Artur berating Kostya right before he backhanded him hard enough his bottom lip had split open. I closed my eyes and felt tears prick behind them.

      “No tears, my soft-hearted girl.”

      I felt my throat tighten and nodded even though I wasn’t looking at him.

      “I’ll come by tonight, though?” His tone softened and that strange tingling in my belly came back full-force. Once again, he changed the subject to comfort me. 

      If my father found out Kostya was sneaking in through my bedroom window to sleep in my bed, stealing pies would be the least of our worries. It wouldn’t matter if we were just friends, best friends… soulmates.

      Although Kostya never talked about it with me, never confided in me about the darkness that consumed him, I knew his home life was bad, as it was with so many families within the Bratva.

      But I felt and saw that ugliness when he couldn’t hold the mask long enough, when I’d seen it slip and fall before he put it back in place. I’d feel it in the tightness of his body when he’d slip into my bed and curl his big form around mine.

      And I wished like hell I could take that pain from him, wished I could wrap him up and protect him from the ugliness that was so prevalent in our world and lives.

      So I didn’t say anything in return, just rested my head on his shoulder as we both sat there in silence, staring off into the grounds and eating those stolen pies.
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        Anastasia

      

      

      Ballet was a very integral part of my life, and even more so for my Russian family. My mother had been a renowned dancer in Russia, and although I knew my father had seen her dance before, their marriage had been arranged.

      So it was only natural for me to also follow in her footsteps.

      I spent the last thirteen years of my life immersed in ballet. I ate, slept, and breathed it. My toes bled, blisters formed, and more times than not my entire body ached to the point when I crawled in bed at night, it was with tears streaming down my cheeks.

      But despite the pain and sometimes frustration, if I didn’t have ballet I wouldn’t be me.

      I finished off my set with the flourished arabesque, my eyes still shut, but the sound of the crowd’s pleasure over the performance brought a small smile to my lips.

      I still heard the crowd clapping as I exited the stage. After the curtain call and changing, I met with my family out in the lobby. And once again, despite knowing he wouldn’t be here, I searched for Kostya. 

      Although he didn’t come to many of my performances, he always did try, much to my father’s disapproval. Then again he was the son of a foot soldier, which meant, in my father’s eyes, not good enough for me. 

      But we’d grown up together, and I couldn’t picture my life without him. In fact, I knew it would be a bleak and gray world if I didn’t have my Viking-sized best friend by my side.

      My father was in a heated discussion with Timur, whom I knew my father trusted with his life and who went everywhere with us.

      I stopped beside my mother and Timur glanced at me, giving me that sweet smile that told me he was proud. My mother, dressed to the nines with dripping jewels around her throat and at her ears, looked like she’d rather be anywhere else but here.

      My father clipped out a harsh string of Russian to Timur and jerked his chin toward the front doors. Then my father walked over to where we stood and cupped each side of my face before leaning down and kissing the center of my forehead.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured in Russian. “Absolutely beautiful, my little doll.” He pulled me into a tight embrace, the scent of his expensive cologne and some other smoky aroma that always lingered with him filling my head and sparking memories in my brain.

      When he moved back, he pulled out my necklace he always kept for me for safekeeping when I wasn’t able to wear it. Once it was secured around my neck, he kissed my cheek and beamed down at me.

      I was a daddy’s girl, if I were to put a term to it. Where my mother lacked love and affection, my father gave it to me tenfold. And I relished it, knowing I wouldn’t find parental love anywhere else.

      Although my father was overprotective, and very overbearing, the iron fist he wielded in the Bratva never touched me. 

      Despite the love and affection he lavished on me, I wasn’t a fool to think the world we lived in, the crime syndicate that ran through my blood, wouldn’t one day catch up with me. It always did with those involved in this life.

      My father offered his arm to my mother, and she slipped her hand in the crook of his elbow. I stood at his other side, and the three of us silently made our way out of the venue and to the waiting car at the curb. 

      Once we were in the interior, the driver took us back home. My parents were as silent as they ever were in each other’s company. The love between them had been gone for as long as I could remember. 

      I loved my family, as much as someone could care about the familiar. But as I glanced at my mother and father, who acted as if looking in each other’s direction would cause bodily harm, I wondered what, exactly, love felt like because it surely couldn’t be this.

      It was only ten minutes into the car ride before they started arguing with each other. I tuned them out as soon as my mother started talking about how she was going away this weekend for a girls’ trip to Bermuda.

      Once we were back home, I quickly said goodnight and headed to my room. I shut the door and leaned against it as I stared at the ceiling. I lived in wealth, my surroundings were lavish, and I knew if I didn’t have Kostya in my life I probably would’ve felt like I was in a whirlpool. Just going round and round and round with no chance of getting out from the repetitive motion.

      After getting ready for bed, I shut off all the lights, laying in bed with the blankets pulled up to my chin, and stared at the patio doors in my bedroom.

      Kostya wouldn’t come until much later. He’d wait till everyone was asleep, until he knew he could get past the guards and security cameras. He was good like that, stealthy and sneaky.

      It brought a smile to my face and I felt my eyes grow heavy as sleep tried to claim me. Even though I wanted to stay awake and watch him come into my room, I was exhausted and let the feeling of falling asleep take over.
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      When I could barely stand, they pushed me harder. 

      When I was broken, bloody, bruised and begging to stop, they made me do more, fight harder.

      I turned my head and spit a mouthful of saliva and blood out, weaving on my feet, my entire body aching. I was pretty sure one of my shoulders was dislocated, possibly a rib cracked. 

      Although I was big for my age, bigger than even the majority of the fully grown men currently crammed in the underground room, the opponent they’d given me tonight was far bigger. Older. More experienced in death.

      He came at me and I ducked, swung, and hit him in the kidneys. The grunt that left him was satisfactory, and I did it again. He slammed his fist into my side and the breath left me as I stumbled back.

      “Worthless,” my father roared. “Kostya, get your fucking ass up and fight him. Use your training. Take him down.” His Russian was slurred, not just from him drinking all night, but from the buzzing in my head.

      I had a cut on my temple, blood trailing down my forehead and obscuring my vision. And then he was charging toward me again, his anger and size making his movements sloppy, slower. I breathed out slowly, put all my energy into focusing, and knew I needed to finish this.

      I only had one priority in mind, one vision that played through my brain. I wanted to be with Ana. I wanted to hold her, to feel her in my arms because that was the only time I ever felt like anything was okay.

      In the background, I could hear my father shouting harsh, crude words in Russian, ones you didn’t speak to your son. But then again that was not how he saw me. I was a commodity, a tool, a weapon he could use.

      I moved left, right, did rapid-fire hits to my opponent’s solar plexus until he stumbled back and landed on his ass. And then I was on him, brought my knee up and connected right under his jaw, hearing a sickening crack as his head jerked back and he fell to the floor.

      Despite tonight being more about training than an actual competition, the men who were watching started making sounds of approval and exchanging money. I stumbled back until the wall stopped my retreat, my hands flat on the cold cinder block. The only thing I smelled was thick, coppery blood.

      My father came up to me, a lumbering beast with a pronounced brow and dark eyes as he stared at me.

      “What the fuck was that?” he said in Russian. Or maybe it was English.

      I couldn’t think or hear clearly enough to decipher what language he spoke.

      His words jumbled together and I blinked rapidly. I’d, been hit numerous times in the head. Maybe my brain had finally given out as his visage wavered, doubled.

      “You should’ve been able to take him down right away.” His nostrils flared as he looked to the side when one of his associates came to speak to him. With a brisk nod, he looked back at me, tipped his chin toward the back hall, and said, “Go home. We do this all over again in two days’ time. And you better fucking work on your moves before then.”

      I didn’t speak. I knew better. If I ran my mouth, all that would do was anger my father even more and cause blows to rain down on me. He stared at me for long seconds, his eyes bloodshot, red-rimmed, and the stench of sweat and booze spilling from him.

      “This training isn’t working.” He narrowed his eyes. “It’s time we go to phase two. Things need to be more extensive. You need to be immersed. It’s time.”

      My heart raced before plummeting. I knew this day was coming. But, God, this soon? I opened my mouth but promptly shut it when my father’s nostrils flared again. He wanted me to step out of line. He wanted to have a reason right now to hurt me.

      My father turned away and made his way back into the crowd. I rested the back of my head on the wall, closed my eyes, and gave myself just a moment before pushing off and stalking away from the gore and violence and back to the only gentle, soft thing in my fucked-up world.

      Anastasia.
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        * * *

      

      Getting past the security guards of Anastasia’s home had gotten easier for me over the years. It also helped that I knew the inner workings, was friendly with the men who patrolled, persuaded some to look the other way, or just outright bought them off.

      I climbed the side of the house, gripping the lattice that led up to her window, the wisteria that wound its way through the framework causing bursts of flowery scents all around me.

      It was an aroma I’d forever associate with my girl.

      Once on her balcony, I opened the French doors and slipped into her bedroom. I’d made a quick stop home to change, shower, and bandage up the worst of my wounds, because the last thing I wanted Anastasia to see was me all fucked up.

      I stood there a moment and exhaled. The feeling that always surrounded me when I was with her, one I couldn’t ever describe, filled me inexplicably.

      It was as if I were breathing for the first time, feeling my heart beat for the first time. It was as if until this moment I hadn’t been living.

      Strong words, powerful ones. But the truth nonetheless.

      I shut the doors softly behind me, and she stirred slightly but didn’t wake. I toed off my shoes and made my way to the bed, pulling the blanket aside so that I could slip in behind her.

      Instantly she faced me, but her eyes stayed closed, a small miracle because I didn’t want her to see my face. It was so bruised and bloodied that I’d terrify her.

      I squeezed my eyes shut at that thought because it wouldn’t matter. I knew what my father had meant. I knew what they planned on doing, what they planned on taking from me. So I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly, knowing this was going to be the last time I did it.

      “You are the only good thing in my life, the only thing that makes sense.” I kept my voice soft, murmuring against the crown of her head.

      She mumbled softly but otherwise stayed asleep, her hands on my chest, instinctively knowing I was her protector.

      “And not having you guts me, milaya moyna. It’s already the worst pain imaginable.” My throat tightened. “It already hurts so bad and I have you in my arms.”

      I reached into my pants pocket and pulled out the locket I’d gotten for her. I knew the day would come when I’d have to leave her, when they’d force me further into the underground. I’d been hanging on to the necklace for so long now. I wanted to give her something to remember me by.

      I lifted the silver chain up, and the circular locket swung back and forth for a moment before settling. There weren’t any pictures of me aside from one she’d secretly snapped of me last summer. She’d shown it to me a few days later after she got it printed, and as much as I hated the way I looked, all long limbs and oversized height that made me feel like a freak, I didn’t ask her to get rid of it.

      I hoped she put it in the locket right next to a picture of herself. That way we would always be together.

      For as many times as I’d been beaten, hurt, kicked when I was down, I’d never cried. I’d never shed a tear.

      But right now, as I set the locket on her bedside table and pulled her in close, I cried for the first time in my life because this was the last time I’d see her.
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      I’d heard people say the pain gets better as time passes. It doesn’t disappear, but it does fade. I called that bullshit. I didn’t know who these people were, or what kind of hurt they experienced, but I still felt that hard stab in the center of my chest as if it were ten years ago.

      It was funny to be able to feel like you were alone despite being in a room full of people. To feel as if nobody really saw you, heard you, or knew you despite them congratulating you on your accomplishments, and telling you what a beautiful dancer you were. 

      That’s where I was right now.

      And I’d felt like that for the past decade, when my entire world tipped on its axis. When everything I thought was good and right turned out to be rotten and broken.

      I kept my faux smile in place, one I had perfected over the years. It was a mask, easily put up as much as I could take it down when I was alone, when I wouldn’t be judged for not keeping appearances.

      After the obligatory time I was required to spend bumping shoulders with everyone, I excused myself and went into the dressing room, sealing myself in and finally taking the first real breath of the night.

      Costumes were strewn all over the place. The vanity was covered in makeup and brushes, bobby pins and jewels, trinkets to go in your hair to catch the light and sparkle.

      All fake. All part of an elaborate act, the illusion of beauty and perfection.

      I used to love dancing, as if ballet was ingrained in me, so rooted in my core that without it there was no me. But something shifted in me after Kostya left.

      And as the years passed, as I still immersed myself in pointe and rose in the ranks, finally becoming principal dancer—one of the youngest in the world, too—I realized this wasn’t who I was. Not anymore.

      After Kostya left I’d used dancing to fill a void in me that just couldn’t be filled. It was this aching hole in my gut that was a never-ending hurt. And dancing gave me an outlet, a distraction—that was, until the quiet moments when I was alone and my thoughts and emotions consumed me.

      I thought maybe I felt like this because I was lonely, but the platonic dates I’d forced myself to go on had done nothing to ease anything. Time with friends was a nice bandage, but one that was easily ripped off.

      I closed my eyes and thought about Kostya, as I did… all the time. Even a decade later, he was always on my mind.

      Where was he? What was he doing right now? Did he even think about me, miss me, regret not even saying goodbye? Was he even alive?

      But I’d get no answers. I didn’t back then and I certainly wouldn’t now.

      

      “Dorogaya moya, Kostya and his father were relocated.”

      I felt myself crying and hated it. I lifted my hand and gripped the necklace I’d found on my bedside table, the one that I knew Kostya had left for me. It wasn’t one that screamed money. It wasn’t flashy or even gold. But it was the most precious possession I had, and it was because I knew he’d left it as his goodbye.

      It pissed me off and broke my heart.

      My father glanced at what I held. “What’s that?”

      I shook my head. “A gift. From Kostya.” I tightened my hold on it, afraid he’d take it away. But he just exhaled and gave me an empathetic look. “I have to assume it was his way of saying goodbye.” More tears spilled down my cheeks. I’d put our pictures inside that very morning, excited to show him, but then realizing I wouldn’t see him again.

      I could feel Timur watching us from the corner, but I felt zero shame or embarrassment that I’d busted into my father’s office while he’d been in a meeting with Timur. I didn’t care who saw me breaking down over Kostya leaving.

      “It was out of my hands. Orders came from Moscow.”

      I angrily swiped at my cheeks, brushing away the tears. “Why didn’t you tell them his family was needed here?”

      “Sweetheart,” my father said with anguish in his voice as he stood and walked around his desk to envelop me. “You know that’s not how it works,” he murmured against the crown of my head. “I might have power, but there are those more powerful than even me, and I can’t go against orders.”

      I buried my face against his chest and cried. “He didn’t even say goodbye. He’s just… gone.”

      “Shhh, it’s okay, dorogaya moya. Everything will be okay. You’ll see.”

      But I knew it wouldn’t be okay. Nothing ever would. It felt like someone had just ripped my chest open and scooped my heart out with a spoon.

      “Please,” I said and clasped my hands in front of me, pressing them to the center of my chest. “There has to be something you can do? There has to be someone you can speak to and find out what happened or where he went?”

      My father gave me a sympathetic look and shook his head. I didn’t know why I glanced at Timur again, maybe to see if he’d give me some kind of reassurance, but he looked absolutely gutted and as helpless as I felt.

      I exhaled when the silence got too tight around me, when it was clear the conversation was over between myself and my father.

      I left his office and walked only a few steps down the hall. I could hear my mother laughing followed by the deep rumble of her guard’s voice as he said something that had her giggling all over again.

      I leaned back against the wall and rested my head on the overly expensive damask wallpaper my mother insisted on having put up in this part of the house, one I wanted to rip off with my bare hands. I closed my eyes for a moment and told myself I had to be stronger.

      But I’d never felt this weak before, and it was almost crippling in its intensity.

      A second later I heard my father’s office door open and close, then heard footsteps come closer. Only when I felt someone standing in front of me did I open my eyes and look at Timur.

      His expression was sympathetic and I curled my hands in tight fists, hating that anybody felt sorry for me. But then again I brought this on myself by breaking down in front of so many people, it seemed.

      “I feel so stupid for asking him when I knew there wasn’t anything my father could do.”

      There was a strange expression that crossed his face as he looked at my father’s closed office doors. His throat moved as he swallowed, and then a muscle ticked under his jaw.

      “Some things are out of our hands.” He exhaled and for the first time I saw Timur’s ironclad aura fade slightly. “And not having control is painful. It’s hard walking the earth knowing there’s so much you want to say and do, yet you can’t.”

      He looked at me then and shoved his hands in the pockets of his suit jacket.

      “I know pain. I know loss. And I wish there were things that I could change in my life, but sometimes we have to take the little bit of strength we have left, plant it deep within ourselves, care for it, and hope and pray like hell that it grows.”

      His words were poetic and wholly strange. I’d never heard Timur sound so deep before.

      “I really am sorry, Anastasia. I wish there was something I could do because seeing you so sad breaks my heart.”

      I straightened from the wall and gave him a smile, although it felt forced. “Thank you, Timur. I know you and Kostya didn’t really have a close relationship, but he meant everything to me.” I looked down at the floor, squeezing my eyes shut as a tear slid down my cheek. “This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to deal with.” A second later I felt Timur brush his thumb across my cheek.

      I was so startled that I snapped my head up and took an involuntary step back. He gave me another sad smile and shook his head.

      “I really do hate to see you upset. If there was something I could do, I would, you know that. And I know if there was something Vladimir could do, he would as well.” And then he turned and headed back to my father’s office.

      Once the door was closed, I lifted my hand and wiped my cheek, not just smoothing away the tears, but also his touch. It wasn’t that I felt uncomfortable, but right now I almost wanted to be invisible.

      I didn’t want people to feel sorry for me. I didn’t even want to feel sorry for myself. Maybe I should just let the anger out so I could move on?

      

      That memory played through my mind over and over again. In the beginning, I’d been so obsessed with finding out any kind of truth that it was all I cared about, all I thought about. I ended up asking everyone, praying like hell someone could tell me anything. 

      The staff, guards, and even continuously pestering my father for more details, hoping there was something he missed and had forgotten to tell me. But it was always the same, with him telling me he didn’t know anything else. And I’d cried as my father held me close and told me he was sorry, that he hated to see me upset and wished he could take the pain away.

      I pushed away from the door and made my way over to the rack of clothes to change into. And as if on cue, as if my parents knew exactly when I was free to answer their call, my cell vibrated.

      After finding my purse and getting my cell phone out, I saw the text from my father.

      Papa: Are you still up for dinner tonight?

      I’ll be there with bells on.

      I laughed at my own lame response, but I knew my father liked it when I was being quirky.

      Papa: Keep that enthusiasm when you get here. Your mother’s had three bottles of wine brought up from the cellar and already finished off one. 

      I internally groaned at the idea of having to sit through a meal with my mother, who made drinking wine look like an Olympic sport, and if it was, she’d be the reigning gold medalist.

      I sent another quick text to my father letting him know I’d be there within the hour, but then just stood there and stared at my reflection, wondering for the hundredth time, how I got from point A to B without losing my mind.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later I was standing in my parents’ sitting room watching as my mother finished off the second bottle of wine.

      My father had taken a call just moments before and I could hear his deep voice coming through the open doorway, his Russian clipped and annoyed.

      I brought my glass of wine to my lips and took a long pull, staring at the fire that had just been stoked in the hearth moments before by one of the staff.

      Dinner would be prepared and served in ten minutes, and I was counting down the minutes until I could leave and be in the quiet solace of my own place back in the outskirts of Desolation.

      I watched as the flames danced over the logs when my father returned. I turned and gazed over my shoulder to watch him slip his cell phone into the inner pocket of his suit jacket and come over to me. He gave me a soft smile and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulling me in close and kissing my temple.

      “I’m sorry about that, darling. Work calls at the most inopportune time.” His Russian had gone from harsh and rough when he’d been on the phone to sweet and gentle when he spoke to me.

      I was used to him having to leave functions, to stop what he was doing in order to take calls. It just was how things worked.

      “Are you ready for dinner? I had the staff prepare a feast so I hope you’re hungry.”

      I was about to ask why he’d prepared such a large meal if it was just the three of us, when the sound of the doorbell ringing stalled our.

      I looked at my father and saw a strange expression on his face as he gave me a smile.

      A little bit later, there were footsteps coming closer, and a second later one of the staff announced our guest for dinner had arrived.

      The man who stepped into the sitting room was tall and burly, his neck so thick it was like a tree stump, a scar slashing from his forehead and dissecting across his eye and cheek. It completely distorted his face, making it seem like he wore a perpetual scowl.

      I took an involuntary step back.

      The man was terrifying in appearance, and when he smiled a gold tooth at the side of his mouth flashed as he glanced my way. A shiver of unease passed through me when I saw his gaze rake up and down my body.

      Despite being fully clothed, I felt completely bared at that moment. I stared up at my father but he was busy saying something low to my mother, who straightened her shoulders and finished off her wine before coming to stand beside him.

      “Anastasia, I’d like to introduce you to Ivan Borekov. He’s one of my brigadier generals from the West Coast. And I’ve invited him to dinner so you can get to know him better.”

      I snapped my head in my father’s direction at that.

      “So I can get to know him better?” My father gave me a tight-lipped smile. “I don’t understand what that means.” I probably should’ve kept my mouth shut, especially given the fact when I looked at Ivan, he couldn’t hide the frown or the lowering of his brow fast enough. But as soon as our eyes locked, it disappeared and he gave me a placating smile.

      “Come on, sweetheart. Dinner’s waiting.”

      I didn’t miss the fact my father changed the subject right away, or how he didn’t answer my question. But I silently followed him out of the sitting room and into the dining room, where the table was already set and a literal feast spread out for everybody.

      I took my seat to the left of my father at the head of the table, and my spine straightened involuntarily when Ivan came to sit beside me. I gave him a polite smile and had to hold in my gag reflex as the overpowering stench of his cologne saturated the air around us. I actually lifted my hand and smoothed the finger under my nose, crinkling it.

      My father snapped his fingers, and one of the staff came by with a bottle of wine, pouring a small amount into a glass so he could smell and taste it before giving his final approval. I felt Ivan’s stare and suppressed another shiver, refusing to look at him.

      “You look absolutely stunning, prima.” His Russian was rough, not smooth and sophisticated like my father’s.

      “Thank you,” I pushed through gritted teeth, hating that he used the endearment “prima” toward me when this was our first time meeting.

      I tried to shift slightly away without being too obvious, but even sitting next to Ivan made my skin crawl. Ivan started to laugh deeply, as if my discomfort pleased him, which it probably did.

      For the next few moments, everyone sat in silence as the staff served the first course, and I was doing everything in my power to bite my tongue. I didn’t want to overstep bounds or embarrass my father by questioning him. He always needed to be in power and control, especially in front of an associate. But the longer I sat there, the more I knew I couldn’t keep my mouth shut about what all of this was.

      I cleared my throat and glanced at my father. “I’m not really sure what’s going on,” I said honestly.

      He took a bite of his food before answering, wiped off his mouth, then picked up his tumbler of scotch before leaning back in his seat and looking at me as he took a long drink.

      I could feel the awkwardness start to feel heavy in the room, oppressing. The stench of cologne, cigar smoke, sweat, and booze that came from Ivan slammed into me, and I started to feel beads of perspiration dot my brow.

      It was only after my father set his tumbler back down and folded his hands in his lap that he finally answered me. “You know family strengthens bonds.”

      I had my hands curled tightly around the napkin that sat in my lap as I silently listened to my father. I bit my lip, waiting to see what he would say, the point he was getting at. Although I had a very sickening feeling I knew.

      “And with those bonds comes alliances. Power.”

      Those beads of sweat that had made me feel overheated were now frigid droplets of ice on my skin.

      “And so I’m very happy to announce that I found your suitable match with Ivan.”

      “We need to start planning a wedding right away,” my mother said in a slightly slurred voice, her cheeks rosy as she downed the rest of her wine. Without saying anything else, she held the glass up, waiting for one of the staff to refill it.

      My mother and father started talking about the guest list and planning my wedding as if I weren’t even there and had zero choice in the matter. I was opening and closing my mouth, feeling my eyes widen, pure shock just settling into me.

      I looked over at Ivan, but he was busy devouring his food in between taking large drinks from his tumbler of alcohol.

      My heart was racing, I felt dizzy, and before I knew what I was doing I had my hands flat on the table and pushed myself up. It was such a sudden move the chair scraped against the hardwood floor, sending a screeching noise throughout the room.

      The conversation ceased, and I felt all eyes on me.

      As I looked between my mother and father, I felt tears prick behind my eyes. I was always one of those people who cried when they were angry, intense emotion making it impossible for me to act like I had any semblance of control.

      But this was going too far. My parents had gone too far.

      I felt like I couldn’t breathe, like my chest was rising and falling harshly as I tried to suck in oxygen, my head feeling almost detached with dizziness. 

      “I don’t know what’s going on here,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time.

      My father’s brow was lowered in confusion. I knew I was mirroring that same expression. I’d never had an outburst, not something like this, not since Kostya had left without saying a word to me. I’d always followed my father’s rules, but he also gave me my independence, and never pushed me to do anything I didn’t want to do.

      And I thought I’d be able to have my own life after he’d agreed to let me stay in the city on my own, albeit with his guards to watch over me. But this… this was too much.

      “I’m an adult.” The words sounded sour in my mouth, as if I were throwing a temper tantrum. But surely I was allowed that when I was being pawned off to a man who reeked of opportunity and sadism.
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