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Viktor

I hate airports. I hate the crowds, the waiting, the lineups, the shitty food. I don't understand why Alexei is making me "take a vacation," but I strongly suspect his wife is behind it. I like and respect Madeleine Romanov—but since she's become a mother, she's become a force that's hard to say no to. I get how Alexei fell head over heels with her after finding her near death. Their story is rare, though—real life doesn't happen like that. At least, not for me.

Sure, I get women all the time. Women dig me—I'm huge, tatted, muscular—women like all that. But I have no interest in getting serious. My line of work isn't exactly conducive to family life. I'm the muscle behind the Romanov empire—the blade, the clean-up man. Any woman who knew what I do would run for the hills. They'd be wise to.

I watch the people passing me by as I wait for my flight to Miami to board. Young families wrangling overly tired kids, old people looking bewildered and lost, New York socialites with their Louis Vuitton carry-ons and Coach handbags. Makeup, fake eyelashes, injections... no thanks. Those fake women are nothing but maintenance, in my experience.

Deciding I need to stretch my legs, I stand to refill my water bottle at the water-filling station I spotted earlier. A trio of young women pass me on the way, their eyes assessing me with fear and curiosity. I'm certainly used to it.

Laura

I still can't believe I'm flying first class. I've never flown first class. It's just like Brian, though, thinking he can buy me with grand gestures. Ever since marrying my mother ten years ago, he's done everything to try and act like my real father—a man I've never met. And while I appreciate the intentions, I loathe how he goes about these ridiculous machinations. It's my 29th birthday this weekend, and rather than just sending me a gift or a card, he's flying me down to Miami, first class, to spend a week with him and my mother in their luxurious condo on Deering Bay. I suppose I ought to be grateful. I could certainly use a break from New York in the winter. And the recent breakup with Nathan—that's an ugly scene I'd like to scour from my memories.

I send Ellen, my bestie, a quick text. "Waiting at the gate—supposed to board in twenty. We'll see!"

Her response comes immediately. "So jealous!! Have a blast! Bring back some Florida sunshine!"

I give her a thumbs up and a kissy face emoji before putting my phone away.

I pull out my worn copy of Crime and Punishment from my carry-on backpack. I've read it three times already, but it's my favourite. People watch movies repeatedly, so why is it considered odd to read a book more than once? Maybe it is because people don't read books anymore. As I scan the people waiting at the gate, I see that everyone, including children, has their faces glued to a screen. I can't help but think that the human species is in decline because of this addiction.

As I settle in to read, a huge man passes into my field of vision. It's hard to miss him—I'm not sure I've ever seen such a large man. He must be two metres tall—easily, with broad shoulders, the muscles bulging in the t-shirt that he's wearing. I'm sure he's wearing it deliberately tight to show off his impressive physique. His massive arms are heavily tattooed. Blond hair, cropped military style, and scruff like he hadn't shaved in several days. I can see women's eyes following him as he walks. I'm sure he loves all the attention, too—arrogant arse.

Viktor

Some mudak took my seat, so I've had to hunt for a new one. I find a spot near a family with a crying baby. Fuck my life. I sit down and pull out the copy of Crime and Punishment my father gave me on my 18th birthday. I've already read it a few times, but hell, there's nothing better, in my opinion. I'd just opened it to start reading when I noticed her.

The first thing I notice about her is that she's reading a book. In a sea of screen addicts, she's reading an actual book—and not just any book—the same book that I'm reading. Mine's in Russian, hers in English. Still, the story is the same—the mental anguish and moral dilemmas of Rodion Raskolnikov, a destitute former student in Saint Petersburg who intends to murder an unscrupulous pawnbroker, an elderly woman who keeps money and valuable items in her flat.

I look at her face next. Strawberry blond hair piled in a messy bun on her head, a light smattering of freckles across her tiny little nose. Glasses. Minimal makeup. She looks small, judging by the delicate fingers spread over the book cover as she reads. On the floor before her was a simple backpack for a carry-on. No designer labels in sight. The woman is a rose in a field of weeds.

She must feel my stare, for she looks up, and our eyes meet. I hold up my book, and the look of guarded apprehension on her face softens, and she smiles.

"Good taste," she comments. Her voice is accented—but she didn't say enough for me to tell which accent. English maybe?

"A classic," I reply. I notice her copy is pretty tattered. "How many times for you?"

A slight blush tints her cheeks, making her even more enticing. "My fourth time. You?"

"Third. There's just too much to absorb in one reading."

"Right? I don't understand why people think reading a book like this once is enough. Too many layers to take in on one reading."

Irish—definitely Irish. I want to reply, but we're interrupted.

"American Airlines Flight 2990 is now inviting first class and Priority AAdvantage passengers to begin boarding. Please have your boarding passes and identification ready."

I put my book in my bag and stand up. When I look back, she's already gone—a rare moment of genuine human connection in this godforsaken airport.
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Laura

First class is quite simply incredible. Two seats where there are usually three! The space, the comfort! I'm small, just one hundred fifty centimeters, but even I have felt the discomfort of sitting in economy class. A flight attendant puts my bag in the overhead compartment, which I often struggle with because of my limited stature, and I sit beside the window—seat 3A. My purse is in my lap with my book in it. That strange coincidence still has me amazed. That colossal man I'd been mentally berating—reads Dostoevsky in Russian. His accent was Russian, so that's not surprising. But given that I'd written the man off as a muscle-bound meathead, the fact that he reads at all surprised me. God, what a snob.

I'd just zipped my purse closed and shoved it in the mesh pocket on the back of the seat in front of me when the seat beside me filled up. It's him—the Russian giant.

"Hello again," he smiles.

I raise an eyebrow. "Stalking me, or just an extraordinary coincidence?"

He chuckles—a deep, rich sound. The sort of laugh I'd expect from a giant. "I prefer to think of it as literary fate."

"I'm Laura," I say, extending my hand. His handshake completely engulfs mine, and I'm acutely aware of how small I am compared to him.

"Viktor," he replies, a hint of amusement in his voice.

"What takes you to Miami?" I ask. The expression on his face surprises me—a cross between annoyance and resignation.

"My boss thought I needed a vacation," he says.

"Doesn't sound like you agree."

He shrugs. "I don't like to travel much. But he thinks I need... what did he say? Time to... decompress. Whatever the hell that means."

I smile. "Sounds like you have a stressful job."

He nods, but doesn't offer any hint of what he does. "What about you? Vacation?"

"I guess so. My mother and stepfather bought me this flight for my birthday—I've never flown first class before."

"No?"

I frown. "No. It's a bit steep for my price range."

"I suppose it is steep." He says it like he has no issue with it whatsoever, making me wonder what he does. "Happy birthday."

"Thanks. It's not until Sunday."

"How old?"

This man is odd. Most men realize asking a woman is rude, but he seems to be without a filter. "I'll be twenty-nine."

He nods but, again, offers no reciprocal information. This man is a walking contradiction.

Viktor

The plane starts to taxi down the runway, and I notice Laura's hands tighten on the armrests. Is she afraid of flying? Should I ask? Should I offer... support? I'm not even sure I know how to do that.

"You okay?" I ask at last.

She nods. "Yeah. I just hate takeoff. Accidents occur during takeoff and landing more than any other time."

"I suppose. Guess you're not on planes too often."

"I don't get much vacation time," she replies.

"What do you do? Your job?"

"I'm a physiotherapist in Long Island," she tells me.

I nod. "So... you give people back rubs? Foot rubs? Shit like that?"

I regret the words immediately.

"There's a little more to it than rubbing people's body parts," she remarks.

I smirk at her unintentional double entendre. "Fair enough."

She shakes her head and looks out the window. "Just like Nathan," she mutters.

"What was that?"

She turns back to me. "My ex belittled my profession too."

"Is that why he's your ex?"

"Among other things."

Interesting. "Like what?"

"You're awfully nosy, you know that?"

"I'm trying to take your mind off the takeoff. You're welcome."

This earns him a tiny smile. "Thanks. I guess. Nathan was as interesting as a sheet of blank paper."

I can't help but laugh. "That exciting, eh?"

"Had to have everything just so," she goes on. Sounds like she needs to get this out. "Fastidious to the point of obsession. Had to plan everything down to the second."

"Anal?"

"Are you kidding? He wouldn't even leave the lights on," she remarks sourly. And then she realizes what she's done and her face goes completely red. "Oh my God, that's not what you meant," she groans.

I can't help it, and I burst out laughing. "Uh, no... but feel free to share anything you want to get off your chest, malen'kiy krasnyy."

"Malen'kiy krasnyy? Do I even want to know what that means now?"

"It means little red. You know, your red hair."

She nods. "Or my face," she mutters, and I laugh again. This woman is a riot.
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Laura

We're now cruising at thirty-five thousand feet, and I'm feeling no pain thanks to the complimentary wine with first class. I could get used to this. I need to be careful, though—I may be Irish, but I'm something of a lightweight when it comes to drinking. But the pleasant buzz I have right now makes the anxiety I've been feeling since my mother told me about this trip a little easier to bear.

Viktor has been drinking too, vodka, naturally, but he's got at least one hundred pounds on me—maybe even one fifty—so I'm sure he can hold his liquor better than I can.

"So that accent of yours," he says after the flight attendant leaves our meals. Chicken marsala and a green salad. "Irish, right?"

"That's right."

"How long have you been in America?"

"Ten years. When my mother got married to my stepfather, he relocated us to Long Island. He retired two years ago, and they moved down to Florida."

He nods. "You miss it? Ireland?"

"Yes," I reply at once. "I was resentful about leaving my home, my friends—I was only nineteen. I had to start all over when we came here."

"Must have been tough," he comments.

"It was. Starting college without knowing a single soul was depressing. Part of me thinks I started dating Nathan because I was so lonely."

"You met in college?"

"No—once I started working. He'd come in for weekly adjustments, and he asked me out one day."

"What was he getting adjusted?" he smirks.

I laugh—probably the wine. "His neck. He's an accountant and spends a lot of time on a computer."

"Sounds like he could have used some other adjustment," he remarks.

"God—not sure there's a treatment for his type of stiffness. And no, not the good kind of stiffness."

Viktor laughs. "So, he was less than exciting in the bedroom?"

"As vanilla as you can get," I sigh.

"That's the worst," he remarks. "How long were you with him?"

"Two years."

"Two years?? You put up with his substandard skills for two years??"

I shrug. "I guess that must make me seem like a fool. But there's comfort in familiarity, you know?"

"I guess. But nobody should have to put up with anything less than fireworks in the bedroom."

I look at him and, momentarily, wonder what he'd be like in the bedroom. "I suppose."

He turns to me, and the intensity in his eyes startles me. "You give me ten minutes, I'd rock your fucking world, malen'kiy krasnyy."

I stare at him. "Are you serious?"

"Completely. You see the size of the lavatory up here? Nice and private, too. Ten minutes, and I'd have you forgetting that musak's name."

He's serious. He wants me to have sex with him in an airplane lavatory. The arrogance, the nerve...

"All right. You go first, and I'll meet you there in a few minutes. Don't want to make it too obvious, right?" I smile.

His eyes widen. "Good thinking." He stands up, then bends down so we're at eye level. "Don't keep me waiting long," he whispers. His breath is warm and smells of vodka. Then he walks forward and disappears behind a set of curtains.

"Oh, I won't," I mutter with a smile.

Viktor

This first-class lavatory is a fucking joke. Pink mood lighting, a delicate little orchid. Who will be in here long enough to take note of all these ridiculous artistic touches? There's only one reason to be in here. Well, two. Miss Laura won't be admiring the décor when she's in here. I've got precisely what Laura needs, and it isn't flowers.

The space is small, but that just means she'll be pressed right up against me. Perfect. My reflection shows a man who knows exactly what he's about to do—six-foot-eight of pure muscle, ready to make this tiny physiotherapist forget everything about her boring ex.

Ten minutes. That's all I'll need to wreck her world completely. She has no idea what's coming.

I adjust my stance, taking up every inch of the already cramped space. Let her try to play games. I'll be ready. She'll soon see that Viktor Kovalev is a man of his word.

There's a light tap on the door; I hear her voice. "It's me."

I open the door and let her in. She takes a minute to look around this ridiculously opulent space before turning to me. "Well? Where should we..."

She's blushing. Fucking hell, I'm gonna love this. I lift her like she's a feather and set her down on the counter. "This'll work," I say. "Now, you need to remove your clothes, kiska," I tease.

"Silly me," she laughs. She seems nervous. She has to be—that loser she was dating probably had a dick like a pencil. She's about to find out what a real dick is.

"I just want to tell you," she says, taking my face. God, she's not gonna get all romantic on me now, is she? "This trip has been so much better with you."

"And it's about to get a lot better. Clothes. Off. Now."

Her smile grows, and then suddenly, her hands move with lightning speed. Before I can react, she's applied pressure to a spot just below my collarbone. Instant, blinding pain explodes through my shoulder and down my arm. My muscles seize—not a gradual weakness, but a complete, shocking shutdown.

My body betrays me. One moment, I'm confident; the next, I'm struggling to move, my left side completely paralyzed. Panic rises—something I haven't felt since... I can't even remember. This tiny woman has neutralized me faster than any opponent I've ever encountered.

The pain is surgical, precise. Not a punch, not a slash—something far more calculated. My military training, my years of fighting, mean nothing against this clinical precision. I try to move, to speak, but my body refuses to respond.

I'm completely vulnerable. And she knows it.

"The brachial plexus runs from the cervical spine through the shoulder. With the right pressure, applied precisely here," she applies pressure and fire rages through my left side, "I can cause immediate neurological disruption. Would you like me to elaborate on the physiological mechanics?"

I shake my head, and even that is painful.

"Sure?" she asks, smiling sweetly.

I nod. "Please..."

"You need to learn how to respect women, Viktor," she whispers, her lips mere centimeters from my ear. "You are an arrogant, rude, misogynistic prick. I'm going to release you, and you're going to leave. Got it?"

"Yes."

"Good. Go." She releases me, and my knees nearly buckle. But I remain standing and leave, my metaphorical tail between my legs.
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Laura

The rest of the flight passes with awkward silence between us. We don't say another word to each other, and just read our books, his in Russian, mine in English. When we land, he pulls my backpack out for me and leaves it on his seat before walking away.

Arrivals is crowded when we arrive, and it takes a few minutes for our luggage to drop onto the carousel. I see Viktor standing, waiting for his bag, looking at his phone as he waits. I know I humiliated the man—that was the point. He doesn't strike me as a man who often gets humiliated. Oh, well—maybe he'll learn something from the experience.

Once I claim my suitcase, I make my way to the exit, where my mother and her husband will hopefully be waiting.

"Laura!" my mother cries when she spots me. "Oh, it's so good to see you!"

I hug my mother tightly. It's so good to see her. And then Brian hugs me, and my whole body grows tense. I haven't forgotten him trying to sneak peeks of me while I was in the shower when I still lived with them. I remember the way his hand would accidentally touch my arse when he'd pass me by. And now he's hugging me. The temptation to incapacitate him like I did Viktor is tempting, but my mother loves this man for some reason. I need to tolerate him.

Viktor

I've gathered my bag and am heading to the car rental agency when I spot her again. Laura, last name unknown. She's hugging a man who is making her uncomfortable—the look on her face is a mixture of fear and apprehension—a potent mix. I wonder what that story is, but I'll never know. Laura's eyes meet mine for a moment, and in her large hazel eyes, I see the conflicted emotions. I want to help her—but she's made it clear that she wants nothing to do with me. But when the old ublyudok's hands slide down her back and touch her ass, I stop in my tracks. What the actual fuck?

"Laura, nice to see you again," I say, deciding I don't give a fuck if she doesn't want to see me again.

She looks up at me with gratitude and steps out of the old lech's embrace. "Viktor," she says. "Hi."

The old man looks at me with evident mistrust—no doubt seeing me for who I am.

"Laura, do you know this man?" he asks, trying to put an arm around her shoulders. Laura steps away.

"Viktor Kovalev," I say, extending a hand. "We just rode down together from New York."

"I'm Laura's mother, Clare," the woman with him smiles, shaking my hand. "Thank you for keeping her company. She's a somewhat nervous flyer."

I smile. "We had a good chat. Nice to meet you." I turn to Laura. "Enjoy your vacation, Laura."

"You too," she replies.

Against every instinct screaming at me to do otherwise, I walk away. I know a predator when I see one. Laura isn't in my care; she's not my woman—but I wish she were now. That would give me the right to kick the living shit out of that man her mother is married to.

Laura

I watch Viktor walk away. It surprised me that he stopped—after the way I embarrassed him in the lavatory, I didn't expect he'd want to have anything to do with me. And yet, he stopped. And when did he stop? When Brian was hugging me. Did he see the look in my eyes? Did he see how Brian's hands wandered onto my arse? Is that why Viktor stopped? If so, why? What's it to him? I'm nothing to him—an annoying stranger he was forced to sit beside on a flight for almost three hours. A stranger who humiliated him and emasculated him. So, why does he care if Brian is a creep?

"How nice to have a handsome man to keep you company on the flight," Mum smiles as we walk towards the exit. "Russian, right?"

I nod.

"I didn't like how he looked at her," Brian comments. Oh, the irony.

"I think they'd make a lovely couple," Mum continues. "He lives in New York?"

"Yes, I mean, I assume so. I don't know for sure," I mumble.

"I don't like the look of him," Brian says. "All those tattoos spell trouble if you ask me."

Nobody asked you, arsehole, I think, with a frown. I'll likely never see Viktor again, but the fact that this piece of shit is putting him down just based on how he looks burns me.

We reach Brian's car, a gigantic luxury SUV, and he puts my suitcase in the back. "He didn't try anything with you, did he?" he asks as Mum enters the car.

"Try anything? Do you mean, like touching me uninvited? Is that what you mean?" I snap.

His expression darkens. "You need to show some respect, girl. I've given your mother a wonderful life, far better than that deadbeat father of yours ever could. A little gratitude would be nice."

He walks around and gets in, leaving me standing there, shaking. Gratitude? Is that what he calls it? I'm regretting this trip more than words can express.

Viktor

The room is a fucking monument to excess. Five thousand dollars a night buys you more space than my first apartment in Moscow. The ocean view stretches like a postcard—turquoise water meeting an impossibly blue horizon.

The bed looks too delicate for someone my size. Probably costs more than my first year's salary, all pristine white and soft edges. I'd bet money I could break this frame just by sitting down wrong—forget about sex. I'd obliterate the fucking thing.

That small round table by the window? Designed with the kind of precision I'd appreciate in a weapon. The chairs look like they're from some museum collection—too perfect to actually sit on.

The ocean view is the real centerpiece. Bright Miami sunlight cuts sharp lines across the room, highlighting every precise detail. I've seen serious military installations less secure and precise than this room's design. Every single item looks intentional—nothing is out of place.

My tattoos look like graffiti in this pristine space. I'm used to rooms that show wear, rooms with stories. This? This is a fantasy. Sterile, perfect, and expensive in a way that doesn't need to prove anything.

Not bad, I think. Not bad at all.

I sit on the bed and take off my boots. Won't be needing them for a few days. Then I pull off my shirt and go outside on the balcony to enjoy the view. God, it's nice to be outside without freezing my ass off. The view of the ocean is impressive—but I find myself distracted, unable to enjoy the magnificent vista completely. I can't stop thinking about the look in Laura's eyes when she stepped away from her stepfather.

This is a woman who humiliated me, castrated me, metaphorically speaking—so why do I give a shit about the toxic dynamic that was so obvious between her and that handsy asshole? I do give a shit. Otherwise, I'd be far more relaxed right now than I am. What is she walking into down here? Is her mother aware of what a kusok der'ma she's married to? Has she seen and ignored his behaviour? It's not my problem... put it out of your mind; there is nothing you can do about it anyway. Miami is a huge city—I don't even know where they live. I'll never see her again. Time to move on.
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Laura

My mother is up when I get to the kitchen. It's nice to have her to myself, even for a few minutes.

"Good morning, love," she smiles, kissing me. "How did you sleep?"

"Like a baby," I yawn. "Traveling is exhausting."

She nods. "I know, but having you down here is so nice. I wish you'd reconsider moving down permanently."

We've had this conversation before. Ever since they moved here two years ago, it's something she keeps bringing up. It won't happen. I love my mother, and I love Florida. But living close to Brian Matthews? Never going to happen again.

"I'm doing so well in my practice, Mum," I tell her as I make toast. "Relocating would mean starting all over again."

"Brian has many connections, you know," Mum tells me. "Connections in the medical field. He's even been asked to join practices down here; that's how well thought of he is."

I keep my mouth shut at this point. Brian was a dentist in Long Island. When he and my mother met in London ten years ago, he convinced her to come to America to be with him, dragging me along. Then he pulled her down here, away from me. As much as I love my mother, I won't be manipulated into following her.

"Good morning," Brian says, entering the room. He kisses Mum and then sits down expectantly at the table, waiting for his breakfast. "What are your plans today, Laura?"

"I might hit the beach," I tell him. "I could use some Florida sunshine."

He looks at me and smiles. "Sounds like a great idea. Why don't we all go?"

I try not to hide my displeasure, my queasiness at the idea that he only wants to come along so he can see me in a bikini. But I'm sure that's the only reason—from what Mum tells me, he hates the beach.

"Sounds like a grand idea," Mum says, setting down a plate of scrambled eggs and half a grapefruit before Brian. "It's supposed to be a hot one today. The beach sounds perfect. Miami Beach is spectacular," she smiles.

"How far is that?" I ask as I spread peanut butter on my toast.

"Not far. It's worth the drive," Mum smiles.

Sounds good to me.

Viktor

Despite the long day of travel, I'm up early. At thirty-six years of age, I'm a creature of habit. I don't even remember falling asleep—the bed swallowed me for eight hours.

I'm up early enough to get to the breakfast buffet in the hotel restaurant. I ignore the stares of some of the snooty customers as they watch me load up my plate—several times. I won't explain to them why a man my size needs lots of food.

After breakfast, I hit the hotel gym for a quick workout. It's a habit borne of years. The gym is empty right now—only a young woman on a treadmill who can't decide if she's afraid of me or attracted to me. She smiles, then looks away, then smiles again... it's giving me fucking whiplash.

So, vacation... I guess I should do something "fun" today. If Alexei wasn't my boss... I think the beach is the least objectionable. I can sit in a chair and read. Probably some eye candy to check out. I guess it's not the worst option.

The beach is already crowded when I arrive. With my beach chair under my arm, I look for a place to give me a modicum of peace from the frantic beach-going mob. It isn't easy. I find a spot, set up my chair, and put my towel on it. After some consideration, I pull off my t-shirt. It's already hot as hell out here—a dip in the ocean might be in the cards. I spot a bar not far off—could this place be more hedonistic? Deciding to grab a bottle of water, I leave my stuff and head toward the bar. As I get close, I spot strawberry blond hair in a braid, and the tiny, perfect body in the green bikini could only be one person. Things just got a whole lot more interesting.

"Laura?" I ask as I reach her.

She turns to me, her eyes obscured with sunglasses, and smiles. "Hey, are you following me?"

I chuckle, knowing she's teasing. "Sure starting to look that way." It's a good thing I'm wearing sunglasses too. Otherwise, she'd see me checking her out. She's short, but man, is she stacked—nice big breasts, a gorgeous toned ass... and in that bikini... fuck me.

"You here alone?" I ask her.

"No, my mother is here, and her... husband," she adds, the smile fading from her face.

I want to say something about him—but I hesitate. This is a woman who isn't afraid to speak her mind. I learned that the hard way. But I'm sure I'm not wrong about the look in her eyes. "Everything cool?" I ask. "You looked kind of uncomfortable the last time I saw you."

She glances over her shoulder as if looking for the creep she knows I'm referring to. "It's... complicated," she says.

"Explain complicated."

"Complicated family dynamics, that's all," she says, shutting me down again. But I'm not that easily put off, not when I know in my bones that she's not safe. I pull out my wallet.

"You need anything, call me, okay?" I tell her, handing her my business card.

The card is a joke—Alexei made them up to legitimize his organization. And he has done that—to a great extent. My role hasn't changed much, so the Logistics and Security title on my business card is ridiculous. But she doesn't need to know that.

She takes the card from my hand, looks down at it, and then back up at me. "Thanks, Viktor. I'm... sorry I called you all those nasty things. Guess you're not such a prick after all," she smirks.

"Guess not. Have fun. And I mean it—any time, day or night. Okay?"

She nods. "Thanks. Enjoy your day."

Laura

I watch Viktor as he purchases a water bottle and then walks away. I'm not alone in my observation of him. He's magnificent in his swim trunks. Shoulders like boulders, a thick, muscular chest, defined abs... he's like a Greek god carved from marble, with tattoos. Women's eyes follow him as he heads back to his chair, and, not for the first time, I think about his ten-minute offer. Was I too hasty to rebuff him? It's a moot point—the way I shot him down, as well as incapacitating him, negated any possibility of a repeated offer. It's just as well.

I look down at the card he handed me—Viktor Kovalev—Logistics and Security, Romanov Corporation. I slip it into my wallet and order drinks for me and my mother. Brian can get his own bloody drink.
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Laura

"Happy Birthday, darling!" Mum greets me as I join her in the kitchen.

"Thanks, Mum."

It's just Mum and I eating breakfast today—Brian has gone golfing at his snooty club. That's fine with me—the less of him I see on this trip, the better.

"So what would you like to do today, Mum?" I ask her as I help her load up the dishwasher.

"Well, Brian has made a reservation at the club tonight for dinner," she replies.

"I mean you, Mum, what do you want to do? We have the whole day alone—let's do something."

Mum looks anxious for a moment, and I have to wonder why. "Well, I need to get to the pharmacy and pick up your Da's prescription."

"He's not my Da."

"Laura..."

"Don't, Mum. Just don't. So let's go then—maybe we can do some shopping. I did some research online and found a great outlet mall not far from here."

"Sounds like fun," she smiles. "I need to get a few things done around here first."

"Okay, how about this—I'll go pick up the prescription, you do your stuff, and then I'll pick you up, and we can go."

"I suppose that'll be okay. You'll have to take Da's car, though."

I chafe at her calling him Da yet again. "Why?"

"He took mine. It's roomier—he was picking up some friends."

I nod. "Okay. I'll have a shower and then go. Do you have the address so I can put it in my phone?"

"Of course. I'll text it to you. Thanks, love."

"No problem."

A short while later, I'm driving Brian's pretentious car. Mum's car isn't roomier—this ridiculous car is enormous. It makes me sure he's compensating... isn't that what they say? But I soon realize why he took my mother's car instead—the gas tank was nearly empty. Dick move, Brian. And I didn't notice until I was already on the expressway. I need to get off before I run out entirely. Thanks again, idiot.

I'm unfamiliar with this area, so I take the first exit. I'm sure there'll be a petrol station soon. But I'm unsure as the exit turns into a rather dodgy neighborhood. I grow anxious as the tenement houses loom on either side of the road, with no sign of a petrol station. I make a desperate turn at a corner with a convenience store, hoping it will lead me to a small plaza with a station—but the car starts to stutter. I pull over on a small street lined by a chain-link fence on one side. My heart races when I see four young men walking down the street right toward me. One of them points to my car, and then they start running. I ensure the doors are locked, but the locks won't do much good if they're armed. God help me—this is bad.

"Come on, baby, open the door!" one of the men shouts. "We just want the car."

"It's not mine to give away," I shout back, though the thought is tempting. But then I'd be stranded in a bad part of town. Not happening.

"You can either give it to us, or we're gonna take it. What's it gonna be?"

Happy bloody birthday. The men surround the car and start to rock it. I need help and now. "I'm calling the cops!" I shout.

"Go ahead—cops don't come down here, baby."

He's probably right. Then I remember—I have Viktor's card.

With shaking hands, I pull it out of my wallet and call him. He answers on the second ring.

"Kovalev."

"Viktor! It's Laura! I ran out of gas, and now I'm in a bad neighborhood—street thugs are trying to steal my car!"

"Send me a ping. Do it now, Laura."

I send him a location ping.

"I'll be there in less than ten minutes. Stay in the car. Keep the doors locked. Don't engage. Do you understand?"

"Yes, I understand. Please hurry!"

Viktor

I don't know Miami well, but I know how to drive aggressively in an emergency. And that is what this is. I have no idea how Laura ended up where she did, but that doesn't matter. She's in trouble. She's in trouble, and she reached out to me. I'm not going to read anything into this except that she was desperate. And I'm not about to take advantage of her fear either.

I find the small street where she's parked, and my body tenses as I see four thugs trying to rock her stepfather's SUV. It's a huge car—compensating much? They're not having much luck, but I'm sure Laura is terrified.

I gun the engine of my rental and it has the desired effect—the men look up, startled.

I get out of the car, my gun tucked into the back of my jeans. "Get away from the car," I say once I reach them.

"Four of us, motherfucker," the leader says boldly. "What you gonna do?"

I pull my gun and point it at his face. "Kill you, for starters."

His reaction is instant. "Wait!" he says, putting his hands up as his friends scatter. "It's cool, man!"

"Cool? Is terrifying an innocent young woman cool?" I ask, my voice deadly calm.

"We weren't gonna hurt her, I swear to Christ!"

"Get the fuck out of here," I snarl. "Before I put a bullet in your brain."

The man turns and beats it out of here. I turn to the car where Laura is. She's staring ahead of her, and I think she's in shock.

"It's okay, Laura, they're gone," I tell her. I try the door—still locked. "Unlock the door, malen'kiy krasnyy."

She doesn't respond, so I tap on the glass beside her. She starts, and her head snaps to look at me. When she sees me, she unlocks the door. I open it, scoop her into my arms, and carry her back to my car. She doesn't say a word.

Laura

When Viktor sets me down in his car, I take a deep breath. My hands are steady—surprisingly so. I flex my fingers, checking their response. This is a professional reflex. Assess the patient. Assess yourself.

"I'm okay," I say, my voice low but clear. "Just... thank you."

But then my breath catches—one moment of weakness. My hand comes up, covering my mouth as if to hold back something—a sob, a scream, I'm not sure. My eyes fill with tears that I refuse to let fall.

I look straight ahead, blinking rapidly. "Sorry," I manage. "Just... that was close."

The trembling starts in my hands. Then my shoulders. Not a complete breakdown, but a visible release of the tension coiled inside me. A physiological response I can't entirely control.

"It's okay to let go, Laura," he says beside me. "I know how tough you are. I'm not gonna judge you if you react."

I look at him, realizing just how incredibly falsely I'd judged this man. "Please drive," I say quietly.

"You want me to take you to your mother's place?"

No—I don't want to go there. My mother would freak out if she knew what happened. And I'm still struggling to deal with it myself.

"No, somewhere else. Anywhere else."

He nods. "Okay. Let's go."

Viktor drives into Miami and finds a little café with a fun vibe—just what I need after the nightmare I've just endured.

"So tell me what happened," he asks as the barista brings our drinks.

"It started as a favor to my mother," I begin. "She needed to do some stuff around the house and didn't have time to pick up a prescription for Brian, so..."

"So, you went for her, got lost and ended up in a bad part of town?"

"Not exactly. I knew where I was going but wasn't halfway there when I noticed the car was low on petrol. I got off the highway to find a station, then I got lost, ran out of petrol and... you know the rest."

He nods. "Your mother should have warned you the car needed gas."

"It wasn't her car—it was Brian's. He took Mum's to go golfing. She said it was because hers is roomier, but that's bullshit. He took it because he didn't have petrol and was too lazy and cheap to fill up his own bloody car."

Viktor says something in Russian—pretty sure it's a curse. "Does your mother know?"

"I texted her and told her I ran out of petrol but I didn't tell her about the thugs. She'd just worry."

"No, I meant, does she know he touches you?"

I'm too shocked to speak. How? How did he know?

"I saw his hands on your ass at the airport, Laura. Not exactly typical behavior for a loving stepfather."

My face grows hot, and I look away. "He's anything but," I mutter.

My phone rings—it's Mum. "I'm fine. Viktor came and got me. Brian's car? I'm not sure—he'll have to find it. You know what, Mum? I don't give a shit. He took your car, knowing it was low. If it wasn't for Viktor," I look at him. He's watching me intently. "I'm not up to dinner tonight. Tell Brian to cancel. I'll be home later." I end the call. My hands shake, and I realize it's not from fear now—it's anger. Anger over my mother allowing this man to do whatever the hell he wants without ever calling him out on it. Anger for her not believing me a month after my eighteenth birthday when he touched my breast.

"He started shortly after I turned eighteen," I tell Viktor. "I told my mother, but she thought I was 'misinterpreting.'"

"What the fuck?" he spits. "How did she end up marrying a piece of shit like him?"

I sigh. It's a long story and a sad one. I'm unsure why I feel compelled to tell him—but I decide to do just that.
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Viktor

"My father abandoned my mother when she got pregnant with me," Laura begins. Something we have in common. "We were poor—I mean destitute. All my mother could afford was a couple of rooms in a house, where we shared a kitchen with another family. Mum worked as a short-order cook and cleaned houses. One summer, she entered a contest at our church—it was a trip to London for the weekend. And she won—which was unbelievable since our lives were so tough. She wanted to cash out the prize—worth a few hundred pounds—but the contest rules forbade it, and it was non-transferable, so she couldn't even sell it. So, she went. It was only for a weekend—I was seventeen, so I stayed in Galway. The family we shared the house with were nice people, and Mum trusted them enough to leave me with them. It was in London that she met Brian Matthews."

"He's English? Didn't sound it," I remark.

Laura shakes her head. "No, he's American, just in London on business—dentist convention or some such shite. I guess he swept her off her feet, as impossible as that is for me to imagine. He extended his stay in the UK and convinced Mum to stay with him for another week. She agreed."

"What about her job?"

"Brian called her boss. He can be very persuasive, so he convinced Mum to come to America with him a few weeks later. Now, I need to explain why she agreed."

"She was desperate," I comment, seeing it. I've seen it a thousand times.

Laura nods. "Yes. She wanted a better life for me—there was no way I could ever go to university. Coming here, letting Brian into our lives—she figured she needed to save us."

"Yeah, it's not uncommon. So you weren't old enough to stay in Ireland?"

"I was, but there was no way I could, financially. I was tied to Mum; where she went, I went. They were married a month after we arrived in Long Island. I started university that fall, and a month after my eighteenth birthday is when he started."

"And your mother never believed it was happening?"

She sighs and looks away. Her pain is evident in her body language, and I feel a surge of hatred for this man I've met once. "I don't think she did. She was trying her best to survive, and perhaps ignoring that made it easier."

"That's bullshit," I snap. "You're her daughter, for fuck's sake. She should have been protecting you, not letting this monster take liberties with you."

"Maybe so. I mean, he's never..."

"Just because he hasn't stuck his dick in you doesn't mean he hasn't sexually assaulted you, Laura. You should be calling the cops on this pervert."

She sighs, and I see tears rise to her eyes. "And what would become of my mother if that happened? She depends on him for absolutely everything. She'd be lost without him now."

"I'm sorry," I say, not knowing what else to say. "You're working now, making decent money. You don't think your mother would come live with you?"

Laura shakes her head. "She loves him. As hard as that is to imagine, she loves him. I think a big part of it is gratitude." She smirks. "I know it's not the sex. That prescription? I looked at the script. It's for Viagra."

I laugh out loud. "Doesn't surprise me at all," I smile. "Men like him—their big expensive cars, their golf memberships—they're all the same."

She nods, a pensive expression on her face. "So, just out of curiosity, what kind of car do you drive back in New York?"

I smile, seeing what she's asking. "Land Rover," I tell her. "Nothing fancy—gets me where I need to go, big enough to accommodate my stature."

She nods. "Makes sense. So... this has been a bloody great birthday."

"Today's your birthday?"

She nods as she sips her latte.

"Is that why Mr. Viagra made dinner plans?"

She smirks. "Yup. After what I went through today because of him, I'd rather not celebrate my birthday with him."

"Then celebrate it with me."

Laura

His invitation comes out of nowhere. Is this pity? Did my story make him feel sorry for me? That isn't why I told him. Truth be told, I'm not sure why I told him. I barely know this man. But in the short time we've known each other, I've realized something—I can trust him. I'm not a person who trusts easily—being abandoned by a parent before you're even born will do that to a person. But Viktor has proven himself. First, stepping in at the airport when he saw Brian groping me and expressing concern, in his own way, about that dynamic. And today, by dropping whatever he was doing to help me.

"Don't you have plans? I crashed your day," I smirk.

He scoffs. "I'm not exactly a vacation type of guy," he remarks. "I have no itinerary while I'm here."

"No? You haven't planned your days down to the minute? Lists of sights you want to see?"

Viktor smiles, and it strikes me how handsome he is when he does. "No, malen'kiy krasnyy, that sounds more like your thing," he teases.

I laugh. "Oh my God, am I that obvious?"

"No, I'm just good at reading people. So, what's on your list? Let's see if we can cross a few things off it in honor of your birthday."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm sure. Number one on your list—go."

"Well, number one was Miami Beach," I admit. "I was there already."

"Okay, what's next?"

"I was hoping to get to this mall with my mother today. Oh shit... my mother. I ditched her."

"Call her. Tell her I begged you to spend the day with me."

I smirk. "You don't strike me as the begging type, Viktor."

He smiles again, and something flutters in my belly. "You never know, kiska."
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Viktor

How's the vacay going? Getting tanned? Getting laid? Collecting seashells? Must be nice you lucky mudak. Ilya—who's doing my job while I'm away.

Going good. No seashells yet, asshole. You know how much I love that shit.

Just a laughing emoji in response.

"Okay, I think Mum is actually happy about this," Laura says as she returns to our table.

"How so?"

She rolls her eyes. "Oh, she was going on about how she had a 'feeling' about us when she met you at the airport."

"A feeling?"

"You know, like oh my daughter found her soulmate! feeling."

I laugh. "Wow. That's intense after one meeting."

"Right?"

Instead of going to the mall—which is on the outskirts of the city—we visit Vizcaya.

I'm a history buff, so this is something that interests me. But when I see Laura's face as we walk around, my interest shifts to her. She's utterly enchanted with the place. I'm getting that way too—about her.

Laura

Vizcaya, nestled in Miami's Coconut Grove, is even more breathtaking in person than in the pictures I'd seen while planning my trip. Built in the early 20th century by James Deering, it was designed as a subtropical take on an 18th-century Italian villa, blending Mediterranean influences with Miami's climate.

Deering's designer, Paul Chalfin, drew inspiration from various Italian cities, giving each room a distinct character—the Music Room echoes Milan, the Reception Room reflects Palermo, and the Cathay and Espagnolette bedrooms channel the elegance of Venice. In Deering's personal suite, Chalfin combined richly detailed Napoleonic-era furnishings with a masculine touch, while the Living and Dining Rooms followed the trend of "modern" Renaissance interiors favored by European and American art collectors.
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