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        TRIGGER WARNING:

        This book is for adults, and it has a dark world, with subject matter of murder, kidnapping, and sexual content that is considered spicy. If this isn’t your thing, feel free to skip.

      

      

      

      
        
        He warned me not to fall. I did anyway—and took his empire with me.

      

      

      

      
        
        Share the obsession with the next woman who wants to be ruined.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note to readers

          

        

      

    

    
      This series is set in England, so it’s edited for British English, as I have used some of their words/slang in this book.

      For example, the color gray in American English is gray, but in the UK it is written as grey. Therefore, his obsidian-grey eyes are used.

      Some of the following words are edited for British English:

      weaponised, realised, colour, favour, etc,

      

      Common -ize / -ise Words

      •	US: realize, organize, recognize

      •	UK: realise, organise, recognise

      (Note: technically “-ize” is acceptable in UK publishing too, but “-ise” is far more common, especially in modern fiction.)

      

      Common -or / -our Words

      •	US: color, honor, behavior, neighbor

      •	UK: colour, honour, behaviour, neighbour

      

      Double Consonants in Verb Forms

      •	US: traveled, canceled, marveled

      •	UK: travelled, cancelled, marvelled

      

      Miscellaneous Differences

      •	US: jewelry, check, gray, theater, draft, defense

      •	UK: jewellery, cheque, grey, theatre, draught, defence

      

      Vocabulary Nuances (useful for your world)

      •	US: apartment, elevator, trunk (car), fries, sweater

      •	UK: flat, lift, boot (car), chips, jumper

      (I kept the American fries, because otherwise it’s just not the same!)

      The currency is British pounds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Russian Endearments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Note: This is set in London, so the British variation of certain words reflects that.

        Russian Endearments used:

        Solnyshko. Little sun.

        Solnishko (Sunshine) [image: sun with face]

        ◦	Soft, intimate, uniquely his.

        Zvezda (Star) [image: star]

        ◦	Romantic, elevating her as his “guiding star.”

        Kiska (Kitten) [image: paw prints]

        ◦	Playful, teasing, sensual.

        Моя котёнок” (moya kotyonok) is Russian for “my kitten.”

        •	Моя (moya) = “my” (feminine form, used because котёнок is masculine but diminutive terms of endearment often take the softer form).

        •	Котёнок (kotyonok) = “kitten.”

        •     ptichka   (Little Bird)  [image: bird]

        ◦little bird or birdie

        Lyubimaya, yubimaya (Любимая) is Russian, pronounced lyu-BEE-muh-yah.

        It means “my beloved” or “my darling” (feminine). [image: red heart]

        •	A man would say it to a woman he loves.

        •	The masculine form (to a man) is “Lyubimyy” (Любимый).

      

        

      
        [image: kiss mark] Romantic / affectionate:

        •	Дорогая (Dorogáya) — darling or my dear (for a woman)

        •	Дорогой (Dorogóy) — darling or my dear (for a man)

      

        

      
        [image: red heart] More intimate / tender:

        •	Милая (Mílaya) — sweetheart or darling (very soft, loving)

        •	Милый (Mílyy) — same, but said to a man

      

        

      
        [image: fire] Possessive / passionate tone (more Nika or Aleksandr):

        •	Любимая (Lyubímaya) — my beloved (for a woman; deeper, intense love)

        •	Любимый (Lyubímyy) — my beloved (for a man)

      

        

      
        It’s one of the most tender Russian endearments — deeper than just darling, closer to beloved one/the one I love.

        Moya printsessa” (мо́я принце́сса) is Russian. It translates to “my princess” in English.

        •	Moya (моя) = “my” (feminine form)

        •	Printsessa (принцесса) = “princess”

        “Malyshka” (малышка) is Russian, a tender but possessive pet name. It translates literally to “little one” or “baby girl.”

        Tone-wise, it can feel:

        •	Sweet → like “baby” or “sweetheart.”

        •	Dominant/possessive → like “my little one,” when used by a man in a heated or controlling moment.
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        [image: red heart]Characters:

        Lev Ivanov, the oldest sibling, the Pakhan, Ivanov Bratva

        Nikandar Ivanov, the middle child

        Alekasandr Ivanov, the youngest brother

        Zoya Ivanov, their baby sister (deceased)

        Tatiana Ivanova, mother

        Maksim Ivanov, their father (deceased)

        Yakov Ivanov, father’s brother, the Uncle

        Emilia Hart, Lev’s PA, friend to Skylar and Emilia

        Skylar Monroe, Emilia and Lily’s friend from university

        Lily Blake, Skylar, and Lily’s friend from university

        Bogdan, Lev’s right-hand man (pronounced Bog-dan)

        Oleg, Emilia’s guard and driver

        Nadia, Lev’s housekeeper

        Sergei, Lev’s butler

        Kristina Orlova, Boris Orlovo’s daughter, Russian mafia princess, friend of the family

        Boris Orlov, powerful Russian business connection, bratva

        Ella Hart, Emilia’s younger sister

        Alfie, Ella’s loser boyfriend

        Meridith, Human Resources

        Charlotte Wexford, Nika’s ex with stalker qualities

        Greyson Harrington, Emilia’s ex-boyfriend, is a socialite with a bad reputation.

      

      

      
        
        Special thanks to my Patreon members who helped choose the MMC and company names.

      

      

      
        
        One kiss. One cage. One beast who ruined me beautifully.
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        When love is a contract, passion is the rebel.

      

      

      
        
        Readers are the heartbeat of this story.

        Broody dark billionaires don’t stay locked away—share me with our best friend once you’ve survived the ride.

      

      

      

      
        
        Share the obsession!
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          PRELUDE TO AN EMPIRE
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      The man kneels on the oil-stained concrete, crimson-red blood dripping off his chin. His breath rasps like it hurts. I already know it does.

      He clutches his ribs and groans.

      “Name.” My voice doesn’t rise. It doesn’t need to.

      He shakes his head. “Don’t—don’t know it.”

      I grip his jaw, my fingers digging into bone. “Try again.”

      He chokes on his answer. “He’s outside channels. Young. Hungry. Wants in with the bratva. Doesn’t care who he has to kill to get noticed.”

      My gut tightens. An outsider clawing for a seat at our table is worse than a traitor—he’s untamed and unpredictable. This is my worst nightmare.

      “Who is he?” I ask again, and now I’m growing impatient.

      He swallows, the lump caught in his throat. “I swear, I don’t know—just a rumor. No one talks to him. Only Yakov, that’s what I hear. The man is off-limits to anyone else as far as I know.”

      Which means Yakov’s careful. This new man is invisible. That makes him extremely dangerous. I release his jaw and step back. My soldier is already waiting in the shadows. One look from me is enough.

      I turn to leave, the muffled shot that slices the air is swallowed by the thick walls of the warehouse. My men will take care of the evidence, and it sends a message to others.

      Bogdan and I walk outside. He’s my trusted right-hand man, who knows all my secrets. He slides behind the steering wheel. And I slip into the passenger seat of our armored black SUV.

      “That one’s gone,” Bogdan says, matter-of-fact. “And to think he didn’t know the name of the mole.”

      It’s raining, and the city blurs past the tinted glass as he pulls away from the warehouse.

      “He knew enough,” I reply, watching the streets roll by. “Outside the channels. Young. Wants in. Dangerous. That’s not someone we ignore.”

      He nods. “I’ll double the eyes on Yakov. Every call, every meeting, every hand he shakes. If this pup’s sniffing around him, we’ll smell it.”

      “Good,” I tap my fingers once against my knee, “because unpredictability gets people killed. Find him before he finds a way in.”

      “And if he’s already in?” He glances at me.

      “Then we end him.”

      Bogdan swings us onto Upper Thames Street, the skyline shifting as the Tower comes into view — my office, and my fortress. It houses Omnex, my billionaire-pound empire. By the time we pull into the private entrance, my mind is already shifting gears.

      I have interviews to conduct today. A day of one clean suit after another, polite smiles, them, not me, and too many handshakes. On the surface, I’m a billionaire CEO. Underneath that? I’m the Pakhan, but my attention is fractured because I’m hunting an enemy who wants to end me. Yakov doesn’t want to be in the shadows; he wants my seat, my title, and my legacy.

      Most days, these roles don’t overlap. But for now, I need to slip back into the role of CEO. I need to find someone loyal and competent to be my new PA.

      It’s proved to be a difficult challenge. So far, I’ve racked up nine resignations in two weeks. I need someone older, someone who will blend in without being noticed, and someone competent. The last thing I need is someone who could become a liability.
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          ALL THAT GLITTERS
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      I stand on the sidewalk and stare up at the tall building. Dotting the London skyline is the Omnex skyscraper. But once I walk inside, it’s as if I’ve arrived—marble floors, the granite counter for a check-in desk, and security guards at the door. The glass lifts are intimidating, yet spectacular, opening like they’re greeting the queen.

      It’s a glimpse into the elite worlds of billionaires who make decisions that decide men’s fates with the swipe of a pen.

      I need this job. I’m buried in school loans, and my sister, Ella, needs help. She called me yesterday. She does that when she’s not feeling well. It’s not that she’s sick, it’s because she’s with a shithole of a boyfriend.

      I don’t need a flowchart to know the sequence of events that led to her unfortunate relationship with Alfie. And that the call today is probably because he beat the shit out of her last night.

      After Dad dropped out of our lives, Mum went to rehab, and we ended up in foster care for two years. I’m making ends meet, barely. I use public transportation because I don’t even own a car.

      But when my roommate, Skylar, told me about the opening at the Fortune 500 company, I was salivating.

      She warned me that his assistants never last long because he’s demanding and cold. “Impersonal” was the word she used, followed by broody.

      But here I am, checking into the kiosk in the lobby so I can meet the Broody Billionaire.

      A need for survival has driven my life choices.

      But Ella?

      She’s sweet and gullible, and Alfie takes advantage of her. He’s a train wreck—a real git who likes to blame his problems on my sister.

      She works a regular job, and he takes her paycheck to keep her broke and dependent on him for coke. All their money goes to the dump they live in, and the cheap vodka he drinks. But he has an expensive sports car that he loves to drive about town pretending he’s something special. I have a feeling he peddles drugs for an organized criminal ring, I’m just not sure who. I’m not sure I want to know.

      I don’t believe in love. To put it mildly, the Hart women have the worst taste in men. It’s up to me to break the cycle that plagues us. I need money to get Ella into a rehab program. I also need to relocate her so Alfie can’t find her, but that’s going to be expensive.

      If I can get her help, I know she’ll get back on track. She’s pretty and smart. She just needs to get a leg up. She needs someone in her corner to hold her hand until she learns a better way to navigate life, one that doesn’t include a man’s fist and empty liquor bottles.

      I know what it’s like to feel unworthy, and to think that maybe we don’t deserve to have it any better in life than where we are, but I refuse to be cynical.

      Me? I’m more of a take-the-world-by-storm kind of girl. Tell me I can’t do something and I’ll have it done before you finish your sentence — and enjoy watching you eat your words. Call it grit, call it stubbornness, call it “chronically allergic to bullshit.”

      And I’ve had enough of that to qualify for a loyalty card. Lies, games, disappearing acts — you name it, I’ve been served it with a side of heartbreak. Dating? Hard pass.

      Looks like we’re both walking billboards for men who think women are just training grounds for their bad behaviour.

      I briefly dated a wealthy socialite, Greyson Harrington. It was a short-lived romance, but it wasn’t real. I found out he had a drug problem and anger issues.

      I ended it with Greyson almost as soon as it started. Good riddance to the entitled trust fund baby. After we broke up, my toilet broke, and I found a bag of heroin stashed in the tank. I’ve never understood the allure of illicit drugs. Seeing Mum go through withdrawal scared me. I won’t touch drugs,  and I don’t want to date or be married to a man who uses.

      Since then, I’ve sworn off men, believing that good ones are few and far between. I’m content with spicy romance novels and spending my time plotting my way out of poverty.

      I attended an affluent university in England, and that’s where I met my besties, Skylar and Lily. We were the modern-day women equivalent of the Three Musketeers. However, Lily fell away after she began dating Giles. Personally, neither Skylar nor I thought he was good enough for her.

      It wasn’t easy going to school, but if there was ever going to be a chance for the Hart girls to change their destiny, it was for me to make something for myself. The plan was for me to get established and then help Ella.

      Unfortunately, Alfie found her before I could get her out of the old neighborhood. Ella is my opposite. She embraces her wild side and thirst for excitement, but not me. I have a curious nature, and, well, it hasn’t worked out very well, which has only served to reinforce my belief that it’s not worth the effort.

      Yes, I’m a control freak. After living in fifteen places in eighteen years, I know how dire things can get when I’m not in control. I don’t believe in luck. I don’t even believe in fate.

      When Mum went off the rails, and the government took us, life became dicey. Ella rebelled, escaping through the windows and hanging out with the neighborhood’s troublemakers.

      But when I was eighteen, I got a job and took care of her. I became the one who bought food and paid the rent. We had a routine, and I learned that being in control was safer than living with Mum.

      Control became my shield, and followed me into adulthood. I am the type of person who always wants to know where I stand. Being in control is safe. I believe in calendars. I love spreadsheets, order, and backup copies saved in three different places. Hell, I choose safety over fun. Ella, on the other hand, is the wild one who takes risks.

      There’s no room for adventure in my life. I have to be content with the status quo because it’s what I know, and I have to be there for Ella. I’m all she has. She’s all I have. But every once in a while, I wonder what it would be like to dive into the unknown—to take a risk on something that would rock my world and excite me. But that’s not happening today.

      I keep my nose to the grindstone. Besides, I’m too busy working my ass off with two jobs to deviate from my plan, which is why today has the potential to change my life.

      Today? I hope I’m lucky because if I need this job. I take a deep breath and pile into the lift with the others, and act like I belong, but I know I don’t. The lift stops on the top floor, and it’s show time.
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          RED FLAGS WITH BLUE EYES
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      The interview is supposed to be routine. A box to check. A seat to fill. Another assistant whose name I’ll forget by the end of the week. Hell, I’ll be surprised if anyone lasts a week.

      But when the door opens, and she walks in?

      Everything stops. Not in a cliché way—not in the way novels pretend your pulse quickens and your soul stirs. No. It’s worse than that.

      Because when Emilia Hart steps into my office, the carefully calibrated silence I’ve wrapped around myself buckles, like a folding chair giving up under a drunk uncle.

      She’s wearing a dark pencil skirt, a white, crisp blouse buttoned just high enough to be respectable and just low enough to make me wonder if she did it deliberately. Her hair is up—tightly braided into a French roll, like she doesn’t trust herself to let tendrils hang around her sweetheart-shaped face.

      And neither do I, because she’s gorgeous. Instinctively, I know I will interview her and offer the job to someone older, someone who’s married, someone who doesn’t have their sights on me. I need a PA who isn’t a distraction.

      Besides, I can’t love a woman—she would only become a target. My sister paid for loving me, and I’ll never forgive myself for that. I made a vow never to love— it’s safer for everyone this way.

      Emilia has her entire life ahead of her. I don’t wish for her to become involved in my world. The socialites can be rabid at times. Then, there is the secret world that’s even darker. The world that is part of my soul, the one that lives and breathes under Omnex—the Ivanov Bratva.

      She’s too young to be with a man as cold and jaded as I am—she’s off-limits.

      “Mr. Ivanov,” she says, her voice smoother than I expect. She walks in confidently. There’s no wavering in her voice. She’s all business. I like that.

      My reputation has preceded me with other candidates because most are too meek and shrink when I raise an eyebrow. So when I meet her blue eyes, I’m stunned that she’s not cowering like the others.

      She has a presence about her that separates her from other women. And I like that—too much. I gesture to the seat across from me.

      “Ms. Hart. Sit.”

      She moves like she’s walked into worse rooms than this one. My cold demeanor hasn’t rattled her—yet. She calmly opens her portfolio, and it’s color-coded and precise. But I don’t look at the notebook in her hands. I look at her.

      She smells like citrus and ambition. And her eyes—blue, like the Maldives—turquoise and crystalline, almost unreal in clarity. They don’t flick away when they meet mine. That’s when I knew she wouldn’t be a footnote. I’ve already decided that I can’t hire her. But I’ll enjoy the interview. I lean back in my chair.

      “Your resume is impressive, but you’re young. I know you interned in Russia, and you are fluent in Russian. Tell me something that’s not on your résumé. Tell me what I don’t know about you.”

      She doesn’t blink. “I don’t lie. I observe. And I don’t flinch when powerful men test me,” she smirks.

      Fucking hell. I straighten in my chair, and my jaw tightens. She just walked a line most people don’t see, let alone step over. I should end the interview. I should thank her and move on.

      Instead, I say, “You don’t flinch?”

      “No, Sir.”

      Sir. It’s formal, and it makes me feel old, coming from her perfectly poised lips. It shouldn’t do anything to me. But it does. My cock twitches. I imagine her saying that again, only this time, whispering it. Without the starched shirt, and my staff just outside the glass windows. Hell, I want her calling me “Sir” as I bend her over my expensive desk and fuck her from behind as I slap her ass.

      I clear my throat. “You’re applying to be my assistant.”

      “Yes.”

      “You understand the job is demanding. I don’t tolerate mistakes. I don’t tolerate gossip. I don’t tolerate… weakness.”

      Another woman might blink. But not Emilia, she leans forward. “Then we’ll get along perfectly.”

      Christ. Who is this woman?

      I don’t need to look at her résumé to remind me that she’s an Oxford graduate, top of her class. She’s fluent in Russian, which is a plus due to our legitimate and illegal deals there. And, she’s fluent in reading men— like me, apparently.

      I give her a side-eye. “Why did you leave your last position?”

      Her eyes flicker, just for a second. “Because I don’t make a habit of sleeping with married CEOs.”

      I blink. Damn, a direct hit. She knows what she’s doing. She’s giving me truth instead of bullshit. I didn’t expect that. She’s honest, and she’s testing me. I stare at her.

      “And what makes you think you’ll survive this office?”

      She doesn’t hesitate. “Because I’m not afraid of men who mistake silence for obedience.”

      God help me. I’m hard in a damn interview. I stand abruptly to distract myself and hope that my hard-on will stand down.

      She rises, too—a measured move, she’s not startled, and she’s definitely not timid. I like that. Hell, I respect that.

      Her eyes trail up, over my hands laced with dark tattoos, and they continue to move up, over my broad chest, and to the ink that shows between the two buttons I’ve left open. She knows I’m over six feet tall because I tower over her five-foot-four frame.

      I round the desk slowly. Her breath stills when I stop a little too close. I’m not being professional. I’m sure this isn’t a wise move, but it’s my move to make nevertheless.

      “Look at me,” I say.

      She does. And that’s when I know two things. One, she wants this job. And two, she doesn’t want to want me.

      But she does.

      I shouldn’t hire her. I should forget about her, but I know I won’t. Perhaps I’m tired of following all the rules. Maybe I’ve decided that I deserve a woman to soften the concrete walls around me.

      I put in eighty-hour workweeks, sometimes more. She’s someone who might liven up my sterile, dull world filled with routines and sacrifice.

      I know I’ll be making a huge mistake if I hire her, because I’ve never hired someone I want to ruin.

      Until now.
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          THE DEVIL I DON’T KNOW
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      I’m filled with mixed emotions when I arrive in the waiting room. However, my competition appears to be comprised of older professionals, and I’m concerned that I won’t measure up to them or their resumes. But the second I walk into his office, fate sucker punches me straight in the ovaries.

      Because Lev Ivanov, the broody billionaire, is not just handsome. He’s carved from marble, sex in a suit, and the devil in a boardroom, all rolled into one. And I’ll be damned if I can pull my eyes away from him.

      His gaze meets mine, and I’m not prepared for his steely obsidian-grey eyes. It’s as if he already knows I’m here, yet I still manage to interrupt his empire-building.

      And when those eyes remain fixated on me? My stomach drops straight through the floor. He stands. He’s tall. Too tall to make sense. All broad shoulders wrapped in a cool, quiet danger. He doesn’t smile. He watches me like he’s assessing whether I’m edible or expendable.

      Spoiler: I’d like to be both.

      “Ms. Hart,” he says, voice like velvet dragged over gravel.

      I blink. He’s the billionaire in the tabloids. He’s the bachelor all the society women want to land. He’s the kind of man people either fear or fuck.

      I don’t have room for fear. I walk toward him and shake his hand. A spark shoots straight to my core, my nipples tightening under my blouse. I order my traitorous pussy to stand down.

      I pull my hand away abruptly, as if touching him is too personal. Then, I sit before I forget how my knees work.

      “Mr. Ivanov.”

      He studies me. Unapologetically and painfully slow, like he’s taking an inventory of my bones, my sexual history, and my cavities.

      And Jesus, I feel it. Everywhere. Like I’ve been hit with a meteor shower that has left me breathless, wet, and yearning for more.

      Focus, Emilia. You didn’t come here to fantasize about being bent over a desk that costs five thousand pounds. You came here for a job. A stable one. The one that pays more than any position someone with my credentials usually gets.

      God, why is he so hot? I need a job that doesn’t make my thighs press together before the next question. The silence stretches between us. Not uncomfortable. Not even hostile. Just thick and loaded like a steel trap that will snap if either of us moves.

      He moves closer to me. My pulse is now thumping in my throat. But when he speaks again, the interview is on. He asks me questions about school and my experience in Russia. He asks me how I learned about the job in Russian, and I nervously answer him in his own language.

      He’s testing me. Of course he is. He runs a billion-pound empire. He’d be crazy not to. I swallow hard as his expensive cologne permeates my senses. I’m all but dizzy. I’m short-circuiting—because the man smells like danger and winter rolled into a perfect storm. His gaze drops briefly to my mouth before finding my eyes again.

      My knees sweat. I wonder—briefly—how is that even possible? Then, as a glutton for punishment, I wonder what it would feel like to have his lips on mine. Would he growl or groan?

      And the devil on my shoulder asks if he’d ruin me in the best way possible.

      He nods at my rehearsed answers. Then, he paces. I don’t know if this is a sign he’s bored or amused.

      And just when I think the interview is over, he says, “Look at me.” I do.

      God… do you know what you look like? Do you know what your voice does to a woman’s lady bits — because mine are writing you thank-you notes.

      But I don’t say anything. Instead, I play it safe and wait. Then, I stare right back and hope he can’t smell my attraction because it’s sharp and messy, and even though it’s entirely inappropriate, it’s pooling in my panties.

      “What makes you an ideal candidate for the job, Ms. Hart?”

      He’s direct and unemotional. It’s a challenge, and I don’t back down from a challenge, especially when my future is on the line.

      I stare him dead in the eye, and what beautiful, dark eyes they are. “I’m perfect for the job because I don’t just manage chaos, Mr. Ivanov—I anticipate it, neutralize it, and make sure you never even feel the tremor. You won’t regret hiring me.”

      Where the hell did that come from?

      He almost smiles at that. Almost. Then he nods. “You’re young. But you’re qualified. We require all senior personnel to sign an NDA. Will that be a problem?”

      “No, Sir.”

      He surprises the hell out of me when he states, “The job is yours if you want it.”

      It takes me half a second to process. My throat is dry. My brain is already trying to savor every detail of this moment like a sick little souvenir.

      He moves behind his desk and presses a button on the phone’s console. A woman rushes in and hands him papers. She leaves, and then he leans over the mahogany desk and slaps a contract before me.

      “If you accept, you’ll need to sign this. You’ll be privy to confidential information—personal, corporate… and otherwise.”

      Otherwise?

      My brain snags on the word. What kind of CEO says otherwise, with a face like Adonis — and a voice that sounds like trouble whispered in a confessional, only it’s dressed in a three-piece suit that looks like he was poured into it?

      Does he put disruptors in a body bag?

      I shouldn’t take the job. He’s too powerful. Too unreadable. Too gorgeous in a way that feels... unsafe.

      But then again, if I take the job, I get to look at him every day and breathe the same air. I will organize his chaos and maybe—just maybe—peel back one of those impossible layers.

      “An NDA isn’t a problem.” I lean forward and sign the paper with the Montblac pen he had laid next to it. I’m tempted to second-guess myself and the NDA I should have read, but I rationalize that he owns a huge company, so there must be company secrets. It’s probably a standard boilerplate thing.

      What else could it be?

      We both stand as if we had signed a peace treaty, and then I shake the hand I shouldn’t want to fantasize about.

      “Great. I’ll see you tomorrow at eight. Dismissed,” he says, coldly.

      I turn to leave. I have to get past that door before I combust.

      So, hell yeah, I’m taking the job. But inside? Every alarm is going off. I had no way of knowing then… that he’d be my undoing.

      Because men like Lev Ivanov don’t just haunt you, they hunt. And I’ve just stepped into the grey wolves’ den.

      Willingly.

      And worse?

      I want him to bite.
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      She’s only been here three days.

      Three days.

      And already, my office feels too small and too loud with the sound of her quiet efficiency.

      Emilia Hart stands by the corner credenza, flipping through a file like she’s skimming through crime scene evidence. Her pencil skirt hugs her hips, her hair is twisted up again—tight, and neat, like she’s daring me to be the one who pulls it loose.

      God help me, I want to. I’d love to pull on it until her chin tips back and crash my lips to hers. I want to hear her moan my name.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      “Yakov needs those numbers before noon,” I say. “Not after. Not close to. Before.” God help me if it’s not, I’ll never hear the end of it.

      “Yes, Sir,” she replies calmly. She’s unshaken. She’s not like the prior PAs who curled into balls, fearful of my moods.

      She doesn’t flinch, not even when I raise my voice. And especially not when I snap, as if I expect people to scramble. Which they always do.

      But Emilia just is.

      She’s aloof to my moods. Unbothered by it all, she remains highly efficient. And yet entirely fucking lethal to my self-control.

      I pace behind my desk with a tight jaw because if I sit down, I’ll stare at her. Again. And if I stare at her, I’ll wonder how her mouth would sound gasping my name when I spank her ass. Will she ask for more? I ponder this and other things I shouldn’t be thinking.

      “Did you review the NDA addendum I sent?” I demand.

      “I did. Clause seventeen is redundant with clause nine. I flagged it.”

      Of course she did. She’s not just smart. She’s dangerous because she makes me forget I’m supposed to be untouchable. I’m cold and calculated, an unemotional man, like a Pakhan should be.

      “I want that fixed and forwarded within the hour.”

      “Yes, Sir,” she says, without looking up.

      Fuck. The way she says, “Yes, Sir,” is the preamble to me shooting my load.

      She’s fucking distracting. I can’t afford to be distracted. I have too much on my plate. I’m the head of an empire, one legitimate and one that’s not. I was raised to lead, and after what happened with my sister, it only drives home the fact that I can’t be involved with anyone of the female persuasion.

      I turn toward the window because I need to stare at something that isn’t her. But the skyline mocks me. It’s made of steel, glass, and power—it stands for everything I’ve built. And I can’t risk it by showing emotions or being sentimental. Especially now.

      For the first time in my life, my future feels unstable. Hell, I almost feel bad for barking at her. I tell myself that she irritated me, but the truth is, I find her desirable.

      It’s unsettling. And it’s all because the woman calmly highlighting legal inconsistencies for me is the same one I picture in my bed.

      “Anything else, Mr. Ivanov?” she asks, her tone unreadable, and that frustrates me because I’ve spent my life reading people.

      Yes. I want to say, “Yes, there’s something else. Stop wearing skirts that test my discipline. Stop smelling like vanilla and ambition. Start looking at me like I can be normal.”

      I’m used to everyone in the company looking at me like the monster I am. But she doesn’t. And what do I do? Instead of telling her she’s doing a great job, I bark more orders.

      “Schedule a meeting with legal. Cancel Thursday’s shoot with Omnex Creative’s Timeline. And get me the updated PR metrics for the Copenhagen market.”

      She nods, scribbling in that little leather planner she treats like scripture. God, she doesn’t even use an app like other Gen Zers.

      Of course, she doesn’t. She’s tactile. She’s hands-on. She knows the old-school ways and is disciplined. And the way her fingers wrap around that pen has no business being sexy.

      I sit down, more violently than necessary, and stab at my keyboard to stop myself from thinking about what her plump lips would look like wrapped around my hard cock.

      She steps toward my desk. She’s a little too close for comfort. My cock tents in my fitted trousers. I don’t look up. I can’t. She might read something in my face, like the desire stirring inside me like a cyclone. I’d love to grab her tits and take a nipple in my mouth, tweaking it hard enough to make her back arch. It’s on my list as one of the top ten things I’d like to do today.

      The other nine are all about different things I’d like to do to her.

      If I look at her now, I’ll say something I’ll regret. Or worse—I won’t regret it at all. But it begs the question. How can I continue to work with her when all my thoughts are of fucking her until she begs for more?

      “Will that be all?” she asks quietly.

      No. It won’t ever be all. But it has to be—today.

      “Dismissed,” I mutter, not trusting myself to say anything else.

      She turns to go, her heels soft against the polished floor, her silhouette impossibly composed. And still, I can’t help but watch her walk away like a man marking the moment his empire begins to crumble.

      Three days. She’s been here three days.

      And already, Emilia Hart is the most dangerous person in my entire empire. She’s the silent threat to my sanity and my vow never to allow myself to become emotionally attached.

      They call me cold, mean, and broody, but to me, following my rules of no engagement means I’m keeping everyone around me safe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Emilia

          

          OFF-LIMITS NEVER LOOKED SO HOT
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      I swear he gets colder by the hour.

      Lev Ivanov doesn’t look at me—really look at me—unless he’s issuing orders like he’s commanding troops on a battlefield.

      His voice is stern. Today, he’s more impatient than usual. He’s an emotionally void person. I liken him to the harsh contractual lines he refuses to let the legal team soften.

      It’s not that he’s rude, exactly. It’s worse. He’s indifferent. Like I’m just another nameless face on his schedule. Or, another assistant who’ll eventually vanish, be fired, or worse, forgotten—clipboard girl number five.

      Which is fine. It’s fine. Because it’s safer this way, I need this job. I can’t jeopardize it by getting involved with my boss.

      Still, every time I stand across from him and rattle off meeting times or answer a question he already knows the answer to, I catch myself looking for… something.

      A flicker of interest. A shift in his demeanor. But does he give me a sign? Hope? Nope. He never shows anything. He’s callused, cold, and untouchable to the point it’s maddening.

      He sits there behind that impossibly massive desk, dressed in custom suits and quiet menace, like the world could burn down around him and he wouldn’t blink—unless it got ash on his designer shoes.

      Sure, he’s my boss. A very married-to-his-empire, emotionally constipated, ethically complicated boss.

      And I’d lose my job if I so much as breathed in the wrong direction. It’s literally in the handbook. A big, bold, all-caps policy on fraternization and “professional boundaries.”

      Which wouldn't be a problem, except Lev looks like sin reincarnated and smells like ruin.

      So yeah, it’s a problem.

      Especially with HR—specifically, Meredith-from-Hell—lurking around like a bloodhound for misconduct. She already eyes me like I’m the weakest link just waiting to flirt my way to a severance package.

      One nasty rumor, and I’m toast. Still, I can’t stop wondering what it would be like if he weren’t my boss. What if I wasn’t watching him clench his jaw in irritation while secretly wondering how his stubble would feel on my inner thighs?

      God, Emilia. Get it together. He’s gruff. Detached. Hell, he’s practically immune to me. And I need to keep it that way. Because if I ever let myself fall down that slippery slope of what ifs?

      I won’t just lose my job. I’ll lose my pride. And maybe—if I’m not careful—my heart.

      I regroup, then I gather my folder and march into his office with a stiff upper lip. I’ve placed the requested file on his desk, and then it happens—a flicker.

      He looks up. Not past me. Not through me. At me. Our eyes lock. It’s nothing, really—just a glance. But it lands like a weight in my chest. Heavy and unexpected. I force myself to breathe.

      His eyes aren’t cold this time. Not bored, annoyed, or impassive. They’re curious, focused, and even hungry. And then—like a door slamming shut—it’s gone. Vanishing without a trace.

      He clears his throat, glances back at the report like I’m just a paper cutout in heels, and says, “This is incomplete. There’s no updated licensing breakdown.”

      I nod too fast. “It’s…I emailed it. Five minutes ago. It’s in your inbox.”

      He grunts. But does he ever thank me? No. But as I turn to leave, I feel his gaze, lingering just a beat too long on my back. My skin tightens because every inch of me knows he’s watching.

      And that one look? It unravels the careful wall I’ve been building for days. Because maybe he’s not immune after all. Maybe the cold isn’t armor. Perhaps it’s restraint.

      And that’s more dangerous than indifference ever was. So, I’ll continue to do what I’ve been doing. Keeping my head down, my opinions to myself, and my feelings locked in a box.

      Back at my desk, my phone vibrates and I dive for it.

      My sister, Ella. I’m worried about her. She’s in a volatile situation, and I never want to miss a call. Her boyfriend isn’t good for her, and I know she’s dipped back into drugs because the last time I saw her, she was way too thin.

      “Hello, Ella?

      “Hey, sis. What’s up?”

      “Are you okay?” I ask in a rush.

      “Yeah, I had a minute. I thought I’d call.”

      “You sound strange. Do I need to come get you?”

      I hear someone clear their throat and glance over my shoulder. Lev is staring at me. His broody eyes find mine, and I feel small. I know he won’t approve of a personal call on company time.

      Fuck.

      “Hey, Ella, I have to go. Can I call you later? I’m at work.”

      “Sure. I’m good.” She rings off.

      “Am I interrupting?” Lev’s condescending tone fills the space between us.

      “No, not at all. I had to make sure my sister didn’t have an emergency.”

      “Is she alright?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great.” He drops contracts on my desk and says, “Update the proposal on the server deal. That’s all.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He turns on his Italian shoes and disappears. What a bloody wanker. I pull the contracts, but I can’t stop thinking about Ella. And the fact that I need more money if I’m to help her.

      Her boyfriend, Alfie, is always putting her down, and when that’s not enough, he slaps her around. He’s a thug, plain and simple. I took this job because it pays more than my last one, but it’s not enough to get my sister into rehab. My goal is to make it impossible for Alfie to be around her, because I know men like him. He’ll work on my sister and get her to go back to him.

      We’ve been down this road before, but I’m optimistic that the next time will stick.

      The best scenario for her health is to get her clean and get her as far away from him as I possibly can. And I need to do it before he does something terrible to her.

      This is the best job I’ve ever had, so I’ll put up with just about anything short of harassment. But damn — Lev’s walking misery, and he spreads it around like butter.

      So why the hell do I want to be the bread?
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      Today, Lev Ivanov is already on his second brooding spiral.

      The first incident occurred at 8:42 a.m., when his espresso was two degrees too cold, and he stared at the cup as if it had personally betrayed the family.

      The second hits hard after he meets with his legal team.

      It isn’t easy to concentrate when his shirt is open enough for me to see ink on his muscular chest. His sleeves are rolled up, exposing his meaty forearms and more ink. When I went to Russia for a semester abroad, the men there didn’t look anything like him.

      Speaking of the devil, now, he’s storming back into the office like a thundercloud wearing money and menace.

      He doesn’t say anything as he stalks past my desk, just mutters something in Russian under his breath that I think translates to “incompetent bastards.”

      But I could be wrong. It might also mean “I’d rather be shot in the throat.” Honestly, either works.

      “Ms. Hart,” he barks from the doorway, “where is the updated Oslo agreement?”

      I pause mid-keystroke. “In your inbox. Labeled Oslo Agreement – Clean Copy – Please Don’t Kill Anyone.”

      He glares. His eyes are super focused. I swear he can see my lacy black matching bra and panties through my business attire.

      I smile sweetly.

      He doesn’t.

      Fine.

      I grab the tablet and follow him into his office. The tension in the room is so thick that I could slice it and serve it medium-well.

      He paces behind the desk, with his chiseled chin and broad shoulders that are rigid like a boxer’s. He looks annoyed and clasps his fists like he’s holding back from ripping out a wall or someone’s eyes. It’s hard to tell.

      “Why was Bryant cc’d?” he asks, defensively.

      “Because Bryant is the one who drafted the contract,” I reply, handing him the file. “If we’re going to blame someone for clause seven being a linguistic car crash, let’s at least pick the right scapegoat.”

      He stops and looks at me. It’s the first time all day he’s really looked at me. Like I’ve said something unexpected. Something dangerous. Then, he’s smirking!

      I lift my chin. Ready to defend my sarcasm. Honestly, he’s a bear today. I wonder who pissed in his cereal.

      I’m tired. I’m stressed. And I’ve officially hit the limit on silent, brooding punishment just because he’s in a mood and can’t yell at legal directly because the last attorney was seen running from the building.

      So yeah. I’m a bit grumpy.

      “If you want to fire me for being correct, I can pack my desk in record time. But you’ll be the one explaining to HR why their favorite sarcasm engine suddenly walked out.”

      A silent beat falls between us. One heartbeat, two, and then his mouth twitches. It’s a flicker—a tiny, near-mythical shift at the corner of his lips.

      Holy hell.

      Did he just smile?

      “Noted,” he says flatly, stifling his lips and pursing them to cover the fact that I saw his perfectly white teeth.

      But I saw it — that flicker of amusement. Proof that his sense of humor exists, buried like treasure no one’s dug up in years. I might be the only living human who ever witnessed the fracture in the stone-cold fortress he lives behind, which is almost the beginning of a real smile. And Lev Ivanov doesn’t smile—ever.

      Except today.

      I need to document this. My heart beats faster. Is he capable of more than being the reserved, broody, emotionally void billionaire he personifies daily?

      I don’t say anything as I hand him the stylus. Our fingers don’t touch, but the tension snaps like a live wire between us.

      He doesn’t thank me. He never does.

      But as I turn to leave, I swear I feel his eyes follow me—lingering in a way that has nothing to do with contracts and everything to do with the fact that I just pushed him.

      And for once?

      He didn’t push back. Guess he wants me around another day so he can feed me a steady diet of attitude and weaponised silence.

      Apparently, misery has me on retainer.

      By the time I get home, my spine feels like it’s been personally steamrolled by capitalism and the Russian who I swear abuses Adderall.

      I kick off my heels the second I cross the threshold and toss my bag onto the kitchen table like it might catch fire if I hold it any longer.

      Skylar’s already in the kitchen, wearing an oversized T-shirt that says “Death Before Decaf,” with a wooden spoon in one hand and a halo of steam curling around her head like she’s some sort of sarcastic domestic goddess.

      She grins when she sees me. “Perfect timing. I made stress pasta.”

      “What kind?”

      She shrugs. “A surprise.”

      Which means she dumped half the pantry into a pot and hoped for the best. But when I peek over her shoulder, I’m stunned into silence. It smells... amazing.

      Garlic. Brown butter. Fresh herbs. Something creamy. Something cheesy. I spot mushrooms, spinach, and a sinful amount of Parmesan melting into linguine that looks like it belongs in an actual restaurant.

      “Did you sell your soul for this?” I ask, grabbing a fork from the drawer.

      “No, just butter-basted the mushrooms and whispered affirmations at the parmesan until it surrendered. Now sit down before I make you cry over carbs.”

      I sit and we eat right out of the pan, cross-legged on the couch, watching Peaky Blinders like it’s a religion.

      By the time Tommy Shelby lights his fourth cigarette of the episode, we’ve already dipped back into the pot for seconds and are halfway through a stack of flapjacks Skylar found in the freezer. She slathers hers in melted chocolate chips. I steal a bite and moan like I’m having a religious experience.

      “God, this is what I imagine sin tastes like,” I say around a mouthful.

      “Sin, but make it snackable,” she replies, licking chocolate off her thumb.

      “Lev would hate this. I can’t imagine him enjoying anything simple.”

      “He’d probably judge our flapjack form and tell us it lacks structure.”

      I laugh, and it feels good. I’m decompressing after a day with my broody, aloof Russian and his intense scrutiny.

      And tonight, all is well with the world. I’ll have a few hours to be a human. I get to forget about billionaires and NDAs and how Lev smiled when I called him out.

      I get to be Emilia—the girl who loves butter, carbs, caffeine, and chaotic British gangsters in suits.

      And even though tomorrow I’ll go back to pretending my boss doesn’t exist in a category of the boss I’d like to fuck, but can’t…

      Tonight?

      I get pasta. I get Peaky. I get Skylar and chocolate flapjacks.

      And that’s more than enough for this broke girl on a Tuesday night.
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      My office smells like war—leather, ink, and tension thick enough to crack a pane of glass.

      I opened the file that Bogdan put together on Emilia. We vet most of our employees, because a man in my position can never be too careful.

      Her conversation the other day piqued my interest. What is her story, and who is her sister, Ella? She cares about her sister deeply.

      I find that appealing. Imagine a woman of childbearing age who has a heart and feels empathy. She’s not one to walk around with her head buried in her phone, oblivious to others—another plus.

      I read the deep dive into her, and she has substantial debt for school and a trip to Russia, probably to study the culture and become fluent. It makes sense. The fact that she can read and write Russian is a plus.

      Her sister lives in a rough neighborhood and has a sketchy work history. That’s odd. I’m curious, and then I read further, and I learn they both spent a few years in foster care. That’s rough. I’m broody and emotionally lacking, but even I find that sad.

      She lives in a decent neighborhood. She has no car, which isn’t entirely unusual with the Tube. I know she uses public transportation because I occasionally pass her when Bogdan drives me to work.

      There’s a quick knock on my door before Tatiana Ivanova, my mother, breezes in like a visiting dignitary deciding whether to conquer or kill. Her spring coat is draped neatly over the chair. She doesn’t fidget. She waits.

      I lean back in my chair and don’t offer her tea. She’s not here for tea.

      She’s dressed in the latest haute couture and looks at me with disdain.

      “I’m having a birthday dinner,” she says, as if reading off a financial spreadsheet.

      “I’ll be working.”

      She raises one immaculately arched brow. “You are hiding.”

      I don’t deny it.

      She waves a hand, dismissing my silence like a servant she forgot to fire. “No matter. I’m not here to scold you. I’m here to move things forward.”

      Ah. There it is—the inevitable negotiation.

      “I’ve spoken to Boris Orlov,” she says calmly. “Kristina is waiting for a proposal.”

      My jaw locks. “No.”

      “She’s beautiful. Well-bred. Raised with our values. Speaks six languages.”

      “She has the emotional warmth of a tax audit.”

      Mother’s mouth flattens. “This is not about warmth. It’s about power. Appearances. Legacy.”

      I scoff. “You mean alliances.”

      She doesn’t blink. “Yes. And you need one. You’re thirty-four. You hold a seat that your uncle wants. A company that the council watches. A throne with no queen.”

      “I don’t need a queen.”

      “No,” she says, as cool as ever. “You need a wife. Before Yakov makes a case for your removal.”

      My fingers tap once on the armrest. A warning. “He wouldn’t dare.”

      “He already has,” she replies. “And if you give him time, he’ll convince them you’re unstable. Uncommitted, and even reckless. He’ll use your youth against you and say you are too young to carry the company into the future. He’ll say you’re not a leader.”

      “He can try.”

      “He’ll win.” Her voice is firm and direct. Mother is nothing if not concise, efficient, and serious.

      I stand and walk to the window. The skyline glows below, slick and sleek, like my mother’s tongue and demeanor. She’s tough, she’s focused. Nothing escapes her cold, blue eyes. London at dusk is beautiful but guarded, just like her.

      “You’re out of time, Lev,” she says behind me. “December fifth this year.”

      I turn. “What?”

      “That’s your deadline. You either marry Kristina… or I support Yakov’s claim to interim chairmanship of Omnex.”

      The words land like a blade between my ribs. “You’d side with him?” I’m livid.

      “I’d side with survival,” she snaps, standing on her Louboutins. “Ours. Yours. The family’s. The business. You don’t get to rule in a vacuum, my son. This is not a monarchy. It’s a dynasty. And you are running out of time. We need an heir, someone to inherit this,” she says, speaking with her hand suggestively. “Marriage and a child will make you look stable… dependable.”

      “I am stable and dependable. My life is with this company. Isn’t that enough?”

      She collects her spring coat,  crosses the room, and doesn’t look back as she delivers the final blow.

      “I know, but the others value the things you’ve convinced yourself you don’t need. You’re doing your own thing, and it’s perceived as a threat because you are deviating from history and tradition. Your ruling without someone by your side to help you is viewed as less than desirable. You’re not doing the things the board thinks you should be doing. It sucks, but you have to admit that the optics of taking a new woman to each function makes you look- well, reckless, and uninvested in the long-term survival of the empire.”

      “You know why I do that.”

      “I do. But they don’t, and even if they knew, they’d never understand.”

      I run my tatted hand through my slicked-back hair.

      “Tick tock, Pakhan. Time is running out. Besides, summer is the season for weddings. You need a public wedding. Something elaborate that exudes wealth and power. One that will make a splash and place you both on the cover of the Daily Mail as the new power couple.” She pauses briefly. “And you need to have her knocked up by the New Year.”

      She drops the bomb, then turns on her heels and swoops out of the room, as only she can do. The door clicks shut behind her.

      And for the first time in years, I let the anger show. I shove the crystal paperweight off my desk and watch it shatter on the floor like a warning.

      Kristina Orlova? I’d rather bite my arm off. She’s not Coyote Ugly, she’s an iceberg, and I refuse to be the Titanic.

      Kristin smiles like a mannequin and fucks like a corpse. She’s a political merger with a dying pulse—The Ice Queen, only younger, and hungrier—a mirror of my mother in all the worst ways. Everything I despise in this world, gift-wrapped to look like it’s worth keeping.

      I’d rather burn in hell. Well, that’s a given. Fine, it’s a bad analogy. I’d rather have toothpicks jammed into my eyes than spend another minute with her. But a lifetime?

      Hell no!

      I rub my jaw, and now I’m pacing, but the echo of my mother’s ultimatum ricochets through my skull.

      December fifth. Six months from now. I can’t procrastinate any longer. I need a wife, and I need one fast. I need a reason to turn down Kristina. And, if I’m already engaged to a woman, Mother can’t make a surprise announcement to rope me into the marriage she wants for me.

      My mind turns. Then it hits me. Perhaps the answer is closer than I think.

      Emilia.

      I press my palms into the edge of my desk. No. I can’t. She’s off-limits. She’s chaos disguised as competence. She’s soft curves under tailored blouses and wicked temptation every time she says my name in that maddeningly professional tone. I’ve been starving for her for weeks.

      I notice the way her skirt hugs her hips. The way she chews on her pen when she’s deep in thought. The way she never flinches when I snap, and never shrinks when I’m in one of my moods.

      She’s not afraid of me. Worse—she sees me. And she makes sarcastic comments that make my day. But if I let myself want her… if I touch her… there’s no going back.

      But right now? Faced with an ultimatum and a ticking clock? She’s the only name that makes sense, but not for strategy. I won’t be marrying for power.

      I’d choose her for me. And that’s what makes her dangerous. Because if I marry Emilia Hart? It won’t be for legacy. It’ll be for desire.

      And I have a feeling that’s exactly how empires fall.
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        * * *
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