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        From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes a steamy single dad/nanny to lovers romance full of unstoppable action, intense emotion, and heart-pounding twists.

         

        Conquer.

         

        I’ve had one goal my entire life.

        To conquer Ukraine.

        Men fear me.

        Women want me.

        I bend for no one.

         

        Until Sofiy Koval.

         

        My daughters au pair.

        Shy. Observant. Quiet.

        Trained to obey, I fear I’ll walk all over her.

        But Sofiy is more than a dutiful woman.

        She’s loving and far more than I deserve.

         

        My anger drives her away and I’ll stop at nothing to bring her back and exact revenge when my enemies rear their ugly heads.

      

        

      
        Reader beware, Anton is a dark romance with triggering themes.
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        brat – brother

        baba – grandmother

        dido – grandfather

        dorohyy dočka – dear daughter

        dorohyy – dear

        dyad’ko – uncle

        kokhanyy – darling

        kyts’ka – pussy

        mama – Mom, Mommy

        malo svitla – little light

        malen’kyy brat – little brother

        tak – yes

        tato – Dad, Daddy

        solodkyy – sweet

        sonechko – little sun
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      True love stories never have endings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Sofiy

          

        

      

    

    
      “…Seven...eight...nine...ten, ready or not, here I come!” Uncovering my eyes, I stay seated a moment as I wait on Svetlana Renznikov to find her perfect hiding spot. Lana is the only child of Anton Renznikov, the man who has employed me for the last two years. She’s a darling three-year-old girl with her father’s dark hair and nearly black eyes. She has a mischievous soul and constantly keeps me on my toes.

      During the day, I am her au pair and playmate because Mr. Renznikov doesn’t trust outsiders. He runs the Odessa Organization, a criminal enterprise that the whole of Ukraine knows about, and I don’t fully understand, but I know he has many enemies. All of which would do anything to bring him to his knees. Hurting Lana is the only way to make that happen.

      “Here I come, malo svitla!” I warn her again as I stand from my spot, ensuring my uniform is in place because, despite my position as an au pair, I’m expected to project the role of the help. There isn’t much room for error in this home.

      Lana’s favorite game is hide and seek, and we play it nearly every day, so I know all of her hiding places. Opening the doors to the den, I peer under the small desk left for Olena, the house manager, and my supervisor to do her payroll and assignments.

      “Hmmm, where could she be?” Sometimes Lana hides too well on me, and I have to continue to speak out loud, so she’ll giggle and give herself away.

      “He’s not going to be pleased,” Olena mutters as I pass her by the staircase, and suddenly, I suspect I know where she is.

      Mr. Renznikov’s office. A place nobody is allowed to enter without his explicit permission, which barely ever happens. Rushing to the other side of the house, I take deep breaths before knocking softly. I didn’t think anyone was home today, but they must have come in while Lana and I were in the garden.

      How she would have come and snuck into his office while he was in there is beyond me. I knock again, louder this time because I can hear masculine voices.

      The door springs open, and I jump as Vasyl Renznikov, Anton’s middle brother, lifts an eyebrow in question. “Did she come in here?” I ask quietly.

      He frowns before laughter fills his signature playful eyes. “I don’t think so.”

      “Who is there, Vasyl?” Anton shouts, making me jump again.

      Vasyl’s gaze softens with sympathy as he opens the door fully. “My apologies, sir,” I nearly stutter, but I know it will only make him angrier.

      “Well? What do you want?” I swallow roughly as he stands behind his desk, six other men in the room, including the youngest brother, Petro, who looks bored. “Spit it out already. I don’t have time to waste with you.”

      The constant reminder of his disdain for me cramps my lungs. “Someone mentioned Lana might have come in here.” If possible, he looks madder, ready to kill, and I take a step back.

      “Come here.” He barks the order. “Vasyl, close the door.” With trepidation jostling my body, I step into his office as the doors close behind me, sounding like the nails banging my coffin shut.

      All eyes are on me as Mr. Renznikov points to a spot in front of his desk. One man snickers when I pass him.

      Striking forward with his hand, Anton grips my chin in a ferocious grasp, nearly painful with his anger. “Are you stupid, Miss Koval?” I go to shake my head, but he holds me tighter, bruising my fair skin.

      “No, sir,” I mutter. Embarrassment tinges my cheeks.

      “Then why, after reprimanding you twice already this month, do I have to repeat myself about keeping the child out of my office and not disturbing me?” His words are growled with so much force, it’s like a punch to the sternum.

      My eyes drop. “I’m sorry, sir. I was only trying to entertain Lana before her piano lessons.” Biting my tongue, I attempt to resist the urge to shake in fear of him.

      “Read her a book, do a puzzle...Stop ignoring me!” he shouts, and his grip grows painfully restrictive. I don’t even think he realizes he’s done it until Petro is clawing his hand off my face.

      Turning my chin towards him, he warns, “Touch her like that again, big brother, and we might have a problem.” My gaze darts to Petro, terror from his words strikes my heart.

      “You threatening me?” Anton challenges him, and I know I shouldn’t be here for this.

      “Look at her face.” Gently, he turns me to look at Anton, and I close my eyes, trying to fight back the looming tears.

      “Get out!” Anton’s furious voice gets my feet moving before my brain has processed his words.

      I hear someone shout after me, but I don’t stop until I’m in the restroom and splashing water on my face. Locking the door, I place my hands on the sink and hang my head, water dripping off my chin.

      I have no idea why Anton has such a fierce hatred for me or why he keeps me around, for that matter. None of it makes any sense. I know the only reason I got this job is that Petro went to school with my older brother, Vlad. He died just a month before I was hired, and Petro saw my family was struggling and that nobody wanted to hire me for anything.

      I’m quiet, was raised to be seen, and never heard. I don’t kick up a fuss about anything, but this last month, Anton’s animosity for me has become overwhelming. Hearing the door jiggle, I mumble, “Just a moment, please,” as I dry my face. I can’t look in the mirror because I know exactly what I’ll see. I’ve always bruised easily; today will be no different.

      “Let me in, Sofiy.” Petro’s voice penetrates the thin wood panel.

      Straightening my uniform and inhaling a sobering breath, I open the door and plaster a smile on my face. Lana is at his side, a look of dismay on her precious, cherubic face.

      “You found her,” I gasp.

      “Hiding under the stairs,” he says, but his focus is on my face. I shake my head when he tries to reach for me.

      “Let’s get you ready for your lesson, Lana.” I clap my hands and pretend like everything is fine.

      I always pretend.
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      The manager of Tear Drops Bordello, our largest whorehouse, continues talking about the week’s finances and the girls, but I don’t hear any of it as I stare at my hands on my desk.

      Hands I swore would never harm an innocent.

      Hands I swore would always protect those in my care.

      But I marked her.

      I bruised her porcelain skin. Besmirched her. And not in the way I want to. Sofiy Koval has been a constant distraction since Petro brought her home. We owed her family for her brother, Vlad’s, sacrifice. He was my driver at the time, and we were ambushed on the way home from collecting Svetlana from the hospital after she and her mother were in an accident that killed the woman.

      Vlad threw himself in front of Lana and me, and a bullet exploded through his skull, killing him instantly. Hiring Sofiy as Lana’s new au pair was the least I could do because their parents refused to take any money from me.

      From the moment Sofiy walked into my home, I’ve wanted to bed her. I’ve wanted to do nothing more than occupy all her time, but Lana must be the priority. And now, I’m afraid the time for us has passed.

      It infuriates me that she puts up with my behavior. This hostility towards her that she doesn’t deserve. Sofiy should be loved, but I can’t ever let her go so she can be.

      If I can’t have her, then nobody else can either.

      Petro bursts back into the room as quickly as he left after the woman and slams a fist on my desk, leaning forward so only I can hear him. “You touch her like that again, and I’ll ruin you, Anton.”

      “Everybody out.” My tone stays neutral, but I’m furious. They all leave except Petro and Vasyl. “Who the fuck do you think you are to speak to me like that, little brother?”

      “The man who promised always to protect that girl,” he snarls at me.

      Vasyl watches us butt heads, refusing to get in the middle. Likely only here in case we do try to kill each other.

      “She’s not yours to protect,” I say, trying to keep a lid on my anger.

      “No, you dumbass, she should be yours. But you’re a fucking idiot, and now you’ve hurt her. Scared her. How do you expect to claim her if she’s too afraid to come near you?” As much as I’ve hidden my attraction to Sofiy from everyone else, my brothers can read me like an open book.

      “It’s not your business,” I say, getting to my feet.

      “Like hell, it isn’t. Why do you think I brought her here? Vlad and I always knew the two of you were meant for each other, but you’re such a prick that you can’t even be nice to her.” Petro drops into the chair across from me.

      “Did you ever think that I don’t want her? She’s meek, doesn’t speak to anyone unless necessary, and she backs down from any confrontation. Sofiy has no backbone.” Hearing a slight inhale of breath, we all look towards the office door to see the subject of our conversation passing by with a tray in her hand. Fucking hell.

      “Did you need a hand digging that grave?” Vasyl asks dryly.

      Upon standing, my youngest brother shakes his head. “You’re losing her, and you don’t even know it. Sofiy was raised to obey the man who would one day treat her like a queen. Obedience was beaten into her by her mother from the time she could walk. She is more than you deserve, Anton, and frankly, I hope she moves on from here soon because you’re only going to destroy her.”

      Watching Petro leave, his words vibrate through me, and I know he’s right. I draw a rough hand down my face and let that thought sink in. My infatuation with Sofiy began the first day she came here, and I ignored it because I thought I just wanted to fuck her. But I’ve observed her with Lana, with the staff, my brothers, out in the world. I’ve fucking watched like a stalker, and somewhere along the line, my feelings morphed into something so much more. Not quite love. Stronger, deeper. More possessive.

      “Shut the fuck up and get out,” I bark at Vasyl without looking because I know he’s got some smartass comment at the ready.

      “Whatever you say, big brother.” He laughs. “Maybe I’ll go spend some time with Sofiy, help heal her meek little heart.” A feral growl erupts from my chest as the door slams shut behind him.

      Picking up my phone, I open an image I took, in secret, of Sofiy and Lana in the garden several months ago. They’re holding sunflowers, and dirt smudges their cheeks, laughing at their silly antics. They’re happy. Something I haven’t felt in far too long. Sofiy, I know, could do that for me.

      She could complete our little family, be the mother Lana deserves, the wife I’ve always craved. I know exactly how she was raised because Vlad let it slip one night after too many drinks about a year before his death.

      Adria, their mother, whipped any independence out of Sofiy. She molded her into the perfect little toy for any man willing to take her, which should be every single one who has ever met her. But the father, Bogdon, refused to marry her off to anyone that didn’t love her for the treasure she is.

      Something I’m not entirely confident I can do.

      I’m too jaded. Hardened. I’m a fucking criminal running an organization that kills as easily as we fuck. I run guns from Russia to Turkey. Sell sex to the highest bidder, and if someone tries to fuck me, I fuck them harder. Faster.

      As I’m about to look for Sofiy to apologize for my bad attitude, the phone on my desk rings, catching my attention first.

      “What?” I bark into the receiver, annoyed at being interrupted.

      “Anton, baby, you sound angry,” Nina, the woman I’ve been seeing on and off for a couple of months, croons into my ear.

      “What do you want?” I’m in a rush and don’t feel like dealing with her antics right now.

      “Well”—she drags the word out—“I was hoping you’d take me for dinner tonight. Then afterwards, we could spend the night together.” Subtle, she is not.

      I’m about to say yes when I realize the day. Today is one of Sofiy’s evenings off. “I have to bring Svetlana.” They’ve met twice. Neither had much reaction to the other. Which should be telling because my Lana either loves you or hates you. She’s an excellent judge of character for such a young girl.

      “Don’t you have an au pair for her?” she harrumphs.

      Clenching my jaw, I bite back my initial response. “You don’t like my Lana?” I can almost hear her trying to backtrack.

      “Of course not; she’s a lovely girl. I just thought we could have a night alone.” I can hear the pout in her tone, and I can’t help but compare her to Sofiy and what Petro said about her. Sofiy may have been raised to obey, to agree, but that also means she’s likely to be strong.

      Clearing my throat, I know what I have to do now. “Lana will come to dinner with us; after that, we’ll come back here where I can put her to bed, then we’ll go to your place.” I refuse to dump the woman in my home, where I can’t exactly kick her out when she becomes hysterical. It’s best I go there, so I can leave immediately and not stick around for any fireworks.
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      “What about this one?” I pull out Lana’s pink church dress that she loves to twirl in like a princess, and she shakes her head again. “Hmm, do you want to match Tato?” Her eyes light up as she nods. “I’ll be right back, then.”

      Leaving her room, trepidation agitates my insides as I reluctantly walk towards Mr. Renznikov’s room, where he’s getting ready. I know better than to disturb him when he’s behind closed doors, but Lana is the most important person in this household, and what she wants, she typically gets.

      Inhaling a couple of deep breaths, I try to psych myself up for the verbal lashing I’m about to receive again as I knock tentatively on the door. With my hands behind my back and my head down, I wait a full two minutes before knocking again, louder this time.

      It takes seconds for the door to swing open and his angered voice to ask, “What do you want?”

      Clearing my throat, I swallow roughly. “Lana would like her dress to match your outfit.” My head is still down, so I don’t see what he’s wearing, or rather, not wearing until he lifts my chin with his hand, grasping the same place as earlier—making the bruises throb.

      “You will look at me when you speak to me, Miss Koval.” I nod briefly. My eyes get caught on the bare flesh of his chest. Muscle covered by a dark dusting of chest hair leading down to the opening of his pants, where his belt hangs loosely.

      Dropping my chin from his grasp, I meet his stare as requested, and I see a brief flash of remorse in his inky gaze. “What’s her favorite color this week?” Each week Lana has a new one to love.

      “Light blue,” I answer, trying not to wince from the exacerbated pain in my jaw.

      He nods before turning and walking back into his room. Disappearing into his closet, I wait at the open door for him to instruct me on the color.

      “What about–. Fuck, get in here, Sofiy!” Jumping at his command, I reluctantly step into his room. Not wanting to stray too far or cross any boundaries, I remain outside his closet. “I said in here.” The annoyance in his tone is unmistakable.

      My arms ache to cross my chest, so I stuff them in the pockets of my apron, not wanting to appear defensive as I step closer. “Choose one.” The large closet holds drawers of ties, and he’s standing in front of one with a multitude of blue-colored options.

      Not presuming permission to touch them, my hands remain where they are as my eyes sift through the colors until I find one the same shade as a dress I know Lana loves. “This one.” I point to it, my eyes still glued to its spot before I realize he’s not making a move to grab it.

      Lifting my head, I see him staring at me. “Is there something wrong with touching my clothes, Miss Koval?” His voice is flat, so I don’t know if he’s angry or teasing.

      “No, sir. I did not want to presume I had permission to touch anything you own.” He raises an eyebrow at me in question as he slips his arms into a crisp white dress shirt.

      “Button it,” he instructs, and I freeze.

      This isn’t part of my duties, so I struggle with the command. My body wants to obey him, but my mind is fighting with the realization that we’ve shifted into unknown territory here.

      “I’m waiting, Sofiy.”

      “Yes, sir,” I croak, wiping my hands on my skirt before reaching for the two sides of his shirt. Taking extra care not to touch him, I make quick work of getting the buttons done up to the collar.

      “Do you know how to tie a tie?” he asks, and I nod. I used to do them for my father and Vlad whenever needed because I was taught it was my place to dress my husband one day.

      Reaching into the drawer, I grasp the one we chose. Belting it around his neck, I’m very aware of our close proximity and how it would look if someone else were to walk in here right now.

      As I’m twisting the material together, Anton clasps his hands on my hips and pulls me closer. “Might be easier if you weren’t trying to reach across the room. Unless I smell bad?”

      I pause at his words and begin to shake. He’s notorious for having a terrible temper, and I’d hate to be the one to strike a fire in it tonight. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to crowd you.”

      “You seem not to want to do a lot of things around me. I must smell.” I swallow roughly and bite my lip because I’m too petrified to decipher if he’s joking or not. “Well, do I?”

      “No, of course not. Your scent is lovely.” Like freshly sawed wood and crisp mountain air. But I don’t say that part.

      “Tell me, Sofiy, are you a good girl?” Finished with his tie, my eyes slowly lift to his. “Were you taught to obey?”

      Uncomfortable, I try to step back, but he holds me steady. “I was taught to obey my husband.” I need the distinction to be very clear.

      “You were also taught to be seen and not heard, like a good Ukrainian girl. Yet, I’m always seeing you.” I wince at his assessment. He makes it sound dirty.

      “My apologies, sir. I’ll make sure I no longer pull your attention.” Even if Lana will try to make it impossible.

      “I hurt you earlier.” My head reels at his change in subject. “You don’t demand an apology. You aren’t complaining. Yet I see the evidence on your face. Why?” He takes a step forward and turns my body to lean against the dressing counter in the middle of the closet, trapping me in.

      “It was my own fault. I disturbed you when I knew better. It won’t happen again.” My throat works up and down as I try to swallow.

      “What if I want you to?” He cups my cheek this time, his touch gentle. Soothing.

      “I don’t understand.” I do, but I’m not sure I want to.

      Lifting my chin, his head lowers, and before I process what’s happening, his lips are on mine. My gasp of surprise presents Anton the opportunity to sweep his tongue into my mouth.

      Too stunned to move, I allow him to plunder without protest. Caught up in the intimate moment, my hands move to his sides, grasping the material of his shirt to hold onto as I grow lightheaded.

      “Sofiy?” I hear Lana’s voice and rip away from Anton like we’ve been lit on fire.

      “I’m sorry,” I hiss, spinning and rushing from the closet. “Lana, how about that pretty blue dress you love so much? Tato is wearing a matching tie.”

      “Yes!” she cheers, jumping up and down as I grab her hand. Leaving the room, I see Anton come out of the closet, appearing angry, and my stomach turns to acid. I know that look. It’s the one where hell is about to rain down on someone.

      Only, I’m that someone, this time, and I’m terrified of what that will mean.
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      I knew from the moment I laid eyes on Sofiy that she would burn me from the inside out, and I was right. Just that quick taste of her has shown me she’s the exact woman that’s meant to belong to me. The trouble is, I can’t seem to be nice to her. I’m either snapping at the woman or insulting her.

      “Look, Tato.” Lana pushes the picture she was drawing in front of me.

      “Who’s this?” I ask her as Nina glides into the restaurant we’ve been waiting at for the past thirty minutes. Late as usual.

      “There’s me.” She points to a little girl in a blue dress like she’s wearing now. “And you”—the tie is nearly as large as the figure she drew, making me chuckle—“And here’s–“

      “Must be me.” Nina smiles without any emotion as she bends over to see Lana’s drawing.

      My daughter shakes her head no. “It’s Sofiy.” I nearly choke at the shock reflected in Nina’s eyes.

      “The au pair?” Lana nods. “Well, that’s depressing.”

      Anger claws up my chest, but Lana speaks up before I can reprimand Nina. “Is not. She’s my best fwend.” The tiny tyrant crosses her arms and glares at the woman across from her as she sits down.

      Nina’s mouth opens, and I clear my throat, catching her attention and allowing her to see the anger she’s invoking in me. I don’t lose my temper in front of Lana, but I may have to make an exception tonight.

      The woman visibly trembles, remembering that I run a criminal enterprise and have been known for killing for lesser reasons than upsetting my daughter.

      “Best friends are nice.” I don’t miss the way she pronounces the word friends.
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