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PROLOGUE
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Sandy

Canada — December 2021

THE BITING COLD ACHED in my bones. My military boots crunched through the ice, creating friction. Silence wasn’t necessary; the mountain was a warzone. The sounds of gunfire, snowmobiles, and men’s shouts carried for miles.

Bruno was leading this mission, but unlike the ex-combatant who was there to save lives and limit casualties, I would kill every last one of them in the blink of an eye.

“Bravo: we’re almost on target. Prepare for contact. Sierra, stay by me.”

Hearing him use that controlled tone, even in an extreme situation like this, set my teeth on edge and my body on fire. We were opposites in everything, even in attraction. I wanted that man in my bed, and he wanted me as a little sister...

I was the group’s sniper. Taking out the enemy was my job. The squad was spread out to prevent surprise attacks from other snipers; this rescue mission had a strict timeline.

The balaclava and camouflage gear blended into the dense whiteness of the blizzard. Unlike the other security, I wore no thermal layers. The physical pain would keep my thoughts in order and stop me from going insane.

Torturing myself brought comfort, and for many years it worked. Until I was forced to face my ghosts months ago, after falling into a trap due to a stupid mistake. Since then, my mind had been trapped again, living days and nights stuck in a childhood memory, the scenes replaying on a loop, the smell of death ingrained in my nostrils.

I heard the buzz of a bullet pass by my head and fell back, separating from the group. The darkness of the night among the trees I started running through led me straight into those memories.
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At Six Years Old

OLD BLOOD SMELLED ROTTEN and made you want to vomit. Seeing my papochka dead on the floor of the room where we lived, and the man hurting Mama, raping her before my innocent eyes, for days and nights on end—those were my worst memories.

Maybe the cold in the dog cage where they kept me, the heavy shackles cutting into the thin skin of my small ankles, or the trail of cigarette burns on my back would have hurt more if I hadn’t felt so sick from that stench.

Mama smelled bad too, after holding my father for so long, even when he wasn’t breathing anymore. From where I was, I could only see his red hair, the same as mine, filthy with dried blood. We didn’t see sunlight. We ate stale bread and drank water when they gave it to us, and we didn’t hear the screams of the people who lived in our house anymore; they were all dead.

No crying... there was only pain, and those men hurting my mother. Her clothes were torn, and her blonde hair, which reached her waist like a princess’s, was a tangled mess. It was an endless hell. They wanted something we didn’t have to give.

Mama was thrown against the bars of the cage, and it terrified me, but I wouldn’t scream. She had forbidden me to speak. When our house was invaded, she made me stick out my tongue and bit it, so I would obey. “It’s the only way we can save ourselves, if we stay silent, my little Zolushka.”

Those bastards were soldiers. I’d recognize them anywhere. We didn’t have many of them at home, but my father told me stories about our family and promised that soon we would return to the mansion that was once his, before his father—the former Pakhan of the Triad—was betrayed.

“If you try to fight again, I’ll use your daughter!” The man was strong and had many tattoos on his face, but it was his eyes, black as night, that frightened me.

He grabbed Mama and lifted her by her hair. I lowered my eyes. The monster had cut the head off my favorite doll with a knife and promised to do the same to me if I looked at his face.

“You want to provoke me?” he shouted. “I’ll use this little thing, and we’ll see how long she lasts.”

“No... please! She’s a girl, she’s only six... she’s just a baby...” Mama raised her hands in supplication; it made him happy. I’d already seen the smile on his face.

“I think now I’ll burn out the devil’s green eyes she has, if you don’t give me what I want...” He threw her to the floor, stepped on her face, and lit a cigarette. My body shuddered.

Fury was something my parents wanted me to control, to swallow and stay cold, but I couldn’t. I growled with anger, the same way Papa did when he fought. It amused the monster, and alone, I couldn’t defeat him.

I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t scream. And all I wanted was to hurt... him and all the others. Whether it was the angels Mama said watched over me or not, my prayer was answered when a very large man entered the room and shot that soldier in the head.

I truly thought he was my salvation until I saw him embrace Mama.

“Helena, I’m sorry I didn’t arrive in time to save Maksim Litvinenko,” he lamented for Papa. “I will do everything to care for little Samantha. This child will be like a daughter to me.”

“Serguei, please, she knows nothing, she’s just a child!” She raised her hands in supplication once more, as if begging for something.

The man with dark hair and dark eyes had a gentle smile, and I almost smiled back at him, but Mama’s green eyes shone with tears in my direction, as if saying goodbye. She made a sign with her bloody hand over her lips and died in his arms, but her gaze remained fixed on me.

Silence... that was all Helena Litvinenko asked of me; if I knew nothing of my origins, I would survive. That day, I said goodbye to a happy life as a beloved daughter and became the bastard of Pakhan Malkovich, and I accepted being everything he commanded.
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EVERYONE KEEPS SECRETS. Some are like sharp spears that pierce the heart, and others are winged demons that feed on our darkness. No one can blame a child for wanting revenge when she is forced to be hard, more unyielding than death itself.

Long ago, I made my own rules. I learned to be stronger, becoming a hunter, a tamer. For years I lived trapped in a cage, but the day I got out, I swore I would never be imprisoned again.

Bruno’s voice brought me back to reality, burying a little of that pain, but not enough to stop me from acting.

“Sierra: I’m going to blow this son of a bitch’s skull apart.”

I decided, upon hearing the argument between the VIP and the assassin in front of him. The target was clear, and the other bodyguard in the field was wounded.

“Bravo: we need the bastard alive.”

“I don’t—”

Silence.

“Bravo: I can do it myself, if you’ll allow me, Sandy.”

I removed my earpiece. I didn’t want interference. This was my revenge. Because of one single mistake of mine, the son of a bitch we were chasing, Rafael Borari, had violated my body, my buried memories, and tried to extract an improper submission from me. He would die tonight, and it would be by my hand.

“No one hurts me and lives to do it again...” I raised my M-40 rifle, bracing the stock against my right shoulder, and through the laser sight, I marked the target.

I paused, drawing in a breath, feeling the frozen needles stab my lungs. The blizzard blurred the images, but my predatory instinct was unbeatable. To the others, I was there as a member of MFORCE, a friend, a teammate. However, the woman about to pull the trigger was a Bratva assassin.

“No one owes me and walks away unpunished!” I hissed quietly in Russian.

Pow... one shot, and another bastard lay in hell.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Sandy

New York — Present Day

I LOVED WINTER ANYWHERE in the world, so long as I could feel the biting cold lash my body, like right now. I’d chosen a black turtleneck, a jacket, leather pants and gloves, military boots. In my chest holster were two Taurus semiautomatics, and strapped to my thigh, the dagger—a gift I shared with my brothers.

I released a warm breath between my lips as I tossed my long red braid over my shoulder and inhaled. New York had an inhuman charm on the coldest days, but the chill comforted me, burying childhood memories under a heavy silence and quieting my demons.

I spent the first years of my childhood in a place far from everything, surrounded by trees that vanished under a dense blanket of winter snow, and I loved watching my father run every morning across the frozen ground, wearing only sweatpants. I’d risk following him without my mother knowing.

As I grew older and my moods became more volatile, I was allowed to run through the snowy fields in just shorts and a t-shirt, as if it were therapy.

Even as an adult, forcing those memories into the abyss of my mind, on days when snow covered streets, cars, rooftops, and isolated the innocent, allowing terrible deeds to happen without witnesses, it all came back. I could almost feel at home. Unfortunately, that feeling wasn’t real.

And the one place I’d dared to call home, I could never return to—it was practically impossible to control my thoughts. After leaving Brazil two years ago, I’d convinced myself that to protect the friends I loved like family, the best thing was to stay away. So why did I miss it?

“Fuck, what’s wrong with me?” I cursed. “Let’s get this over with, men!” I shouted the order in Russian and slapped my hand against the side of the truck.

Italo-American and Russian soldiers worked together; this was the final shipment of weapons to be delivered to the Capo of the Cosa Nostra. Tarso Morello had a deal with Aleksander, and the details didn’t interest me. I just wanted the job done fast.

After tonight, I’d be free for a few weeks until the next mission, and I planned to vent everything that was suffocating me in many BDSM sessions.

For two years I’d lived as a nomad in service to the Bratva, drifting from place to place while my brother consolidated his power and fought those who opposed the government he’d established.

The new Pakhan was a visionary, dominating the financial market with his sharp business acumen. The successful businessman, as the world knew him, led Russia’s largest criminal organization, within politics, industry, and the Security Agency, with the help of six powerful families that controlled vast global territory.

Those who didn’t bow died at the capable hands of his spies, including the two Triad Council members I’d killed months ago. Aleksander had placed me as the leader of that elite squad.

I was there to do my brothers’ bidding, but with my feral nature, I was already tired of it. As Ayke had asked, I’d spent some time in Chicago, saw the Holder brothers again, and met Snake’s new family, but that was the limit of my socializing.

Keeping our origins secret had always been paramount. However, with Ayke and Thaís’s involvement—who, unbelievably, was the heir to two Spanish mafias—we ended up exposed, and I seized the moment to settle in New York. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d fled to keep someone I cared about safe.

There was much more to hide than just my past, and I was already used to hiding my feelings behind laughter. But the consequences of my obsession with Bruno Bakari... those would be impossible to conceal.

“Damn it!” I swore, striding away from the soldiers with firm steps.

Thinking about my brother’s best friend, an older man, always serious, with a mysterious past, was a problem. That dark skin attracted me, the sexy mouth, the muscular body stretched over 6’4”, plus his peculiar, elegant taste in suits.

Dammit, forget that man, Samantha!

That was an order my brain wouldn’t obey. How could I forget the captivating laugh, the gaze that seemed to see my soul, that excited me, the raspy voice saying my name when everyone else just used my nickname?

Bruno was a war hero with a life opposite to mine. The only one I’d ever truly wanted, who always rejected me, who made my blood boil and made me ashamed of who I was—not just for being a Dominatrix and wanting to make him my submissive, but for being part of the mafia.

I hated that feeling, because I was born and would die a daughter of the Bratva. That was my legacy, and I was proud of it. It was my fucking life!

Yet, every time I saw, heard, or thought of that man, a jolt of exacerbated adrenaline made my blood seethe and roar in my chest, and it wasn’t just from the desire the doctor had awakened in me back in my teens.

I couldn’t face, nor forget, what had happened between us on my last night in Brazil, nor the consequences.

“Sandy, the last boxes are in the truck. Can we get out of this Frozen castle?” Yuri complained, pointing at Valentin, who was coordinating the other loaders. “Except for the old man, we’re freezing our asses off here!”

“Fuck you!” Valentin replied and slammed the truck’s rear doors shut.

Yuri let out a loud laugh as he dragged on the cigarette at the corner of his mouth and shook his dark hair, covered in snowflakes. Unlike Val, who was born and raised in Moscow, the Brazilian—five years younger than me—was one of the bastards taken in by Ayke, the Brigadier.

“Speak for yourself, softie!” I taunted, sidestepping another soldier who was bringing a shovel to clear the snow piled on the access ramp.

“I wish I could go back to Brazil. It’s summer, there’s a sun for everyone in São Paulo, but I’m here turning into a popsicle!” He flicked the cigarette away to continue complaining. “Fuck, I can barely see my balls when I go to take a piss.”

“You’d need to have some first, idiot!” Val quipped in Russian, making the other soldiers laugh.

“Fuck you, old man!” Yuri pulled on a beanie and grabbed the rifle he’d left leaning against the side of the truck.

“I see no charm in that place. We’d be drowning in rain. A wet place!” Valentin, after his long time away from Brazil, seemed to be forgetting the language, his phrases growing more rudimentary, but their silly arguments amused me.

“Enough!” I ordered. “Let’s go. Tell the dagoes they can leave,” I instructed the nearest soldier.

The mansion Aleksander had chosen as a base was in an upscale neighborhood, away from the center, with a private route that would take us to the main highway. It was a luxury the Bratva didn’t mind paying for, and thank God it would be my last port. I couldn’t wait to get to my apartment in Manhattan, quiet and solitary.

“I’ll inform the Pakhan we’re done.” I ordered the four soldiers sent by Capo Morello to get in the truck; we’d take a different route.

I had my phone in hand when one of the Italians was hit in the chest by a bullet, and chaos erupted.

“Kanisha, motherfucker!” The soldier to my left drew his weapon. “Is this an ambush?”

“Sandy, get down...!” Yuri yelled.

“Commander!” My soldiers shouted, and Val threw himself on the Italian, pistol-whipping him as he did.

“Val, careful!” More shots cracked in our direction, and I retreated behind the truck. “They’re short-range weapons, using silencers.” I paused to listen to the sound of bullets ricocheting in the air and identify the shooters’ positions.

The late Pakhan used to boast about the special talents his children had. Even though he’d beat the shit out of us now and then, the bastard knew how to exploit each one. Mine was infallible aim and perfect pitch, a natural gift that had saved my life a few times.

“Left, three different sounds!” I signaled.

That meant the men weren’t prepared to attack an arms smuggler, or they were stupid, using small-caliber weapons.

The courtyard lights were shot out. The darkness would help the shooters if they had laser sights and special goggles. However, we were prepared. Yuri came running, moving to cover my back.

“Fuck, are they assassins or cargo thieves?” he asked.

“We’ll find out,” I replied, activating my earpiece.

“I’ll protect the Commander,” he announced to our soldiers as they subdued the dagoes, who were completely lost. “Third attack, Sandy. This is starting to get boring!” The guy aimed his Glock and fired a counterattack.

“I know, but today I find out what the fuck is going on.” I threw my body into the snow, ignoring the men’s grumbles. Here, everyone would give their life for me or die gutted by my brothers.

Over two years ago, after Ayke surrendered to the Bratva, my convoy was ambushed, and the accident cost me far more than just the lost cargo. Something personal and irreparable, that I would never get over. A desire for vengeance ran in my blood.

With my hand on my comms, I opened the channel and crawled along the side of the truck until I had the first target in my sights.

SANDY: Get these bastards. I just need one talking.

We exchanged fire, and I took out the first two, hidden among the trees surrounding the property. Despite them not being elite snipers, two Italian soldiers were down. This was going to be a shitstorm.

SANDY: I’ve got the third in sight.

I braced my body against the balcony balusters and fired, dropping the third.

Screams shattered the night’s silence, and the heavy snowfall that had begun made the sounds create a distant, ringing echo. That’s why I felt the bastard’s presence behind me before I even heard him.

“You bastard,” I gritted my teeth, dodging a knife strike. I slipped under his raised arm, spun, and kicked his side with a counterblow.

“Finally, we meet.” The fucker was Russian, but he didn’t belong to the Organization.

“I have no idea where you came from, but I know where I’m sending you.” That was my only warning before we engaged in hand-to-hand combat.

He had no intention of killing me, or he would have shot me in the back. His body was much heavier and larger, but his agility on the icy ground was poor.

“Leave this fight and come with me. There’s someone who wants to see you.” He attempted another strike, but I took him down with a kick to the ribs.

“I schedule my own meetings, and you’re not my type,” I retorted, striking the inside of his thigh. I drew my weapon and subdued him.

“Sandy, behind you!” Yuri roared as he approached. I turned in time to see another bastard fire a semiautomatic at close range.

“Yuri!” I screamed, watching him take the bullet meant for me and roll across the frozen ground. “Fuck!”

He let out a choked cry, aiming at the bastard coming toward us and hitting him.

“If not willingly, we’ll take her by force,” the bastard at my feet tried to squirm away, but those would be his last words.

Blind fury, pain, hatred, rage, resentment, and that uncontrolled, murderous cloud that always fogged my vision took over. My mind went silent—no screams, no pleas, just a deadly silence tightening my throat, as if enormous hands were strangling me.

I dropped the gun, grabbed the dagger strapped to my thigh, and fell upon the huge man, driving it into his chest, tearing through thick clothes, flesh, and muscle with a precise cut, ignoring his howls of pain.

“Who sent you?” I asked through clenched teeth. My eyes pulsed, and I knew my pupils must have dilated, turning the light green inhuman. “Who?” I repeated, putting more weight on my fists until they reached his ribs.

“I-I... know wh-who you a-are, Litii...” That near-sentence sealed his death. Before he could even finish speaking, I wrenched the dagger free and slit his throat, feeling the hot blood bathe my face.

“Sandy?” Val’s voice snapped me out of that hypnosis.

“Yuri...” My whole body shuddered as I turned and saw tears streaming down my friend’s face, mixing with the snow and the blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.

“No...” I didn’t want to say goodbye to that boy. He was my friend. I’d watched him grow up. He was a man of honor, Ayke’s trusted man, a little brother to me. “Not again...” I knelt beside him, taking Val’s place.

“C-can I go home, Com-commander?” he asked with a smile. I could only bow my head in acquiescence as I felt his body shudder one last time.

I was losing someone dear again, and I was sick of it. The soldiers who were to escort the Italians formed a circle of respect around us, and together we recited the code of honor of the Organizatsiya, for Yuri was one of us and deserved it:

“Born in blood. Forged in fire. Died in combat.

From dust we came, to dust we return.

I am the Bratva, and no one takes what is mine!”

Normal people make plans and nurture hopes. Some want lavish weddings and a happy family, others successful careers. But when you’re born into the mafia, the only hope cultivated day after day, through arduous training, is to survive... maybe to kill first. But when you die, let it be fighting.
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CHAPTER 2
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Bruno

Brazil — Present Day

SILENCE... I BREATHED in the woody air as I walked down the hallway, ignoring the closed doors that hid parts of a life I didn’t want to share with anyone. The apartment was large, taking up the entire floor, lit by the dawn light streaming through the windows. It had been a long time since I’d stopped to appreciate that first moment of consciousness, the moment where guilt devoured me daily.

I stretched and stopped in front of the island that divided the open space between the living room and kitchen. I was barefoot, wearing only black pajama pants. I was a morning person, and I needed a good coffee to wake up.

The sound of water filling the kettle broke the silence. I placed it on the induction stove, prepared the filter, ground the medium-roast beans, and minutes later the aroma of artisan coffee filled the air.

“Mmm,” I groaned with the first sip of the rich, full-bodied brew, a taste that brought back memories of my childhood as a farm boy, satisfying a refined palate for strong, distinctive coffee.

Meeaaooww... I smiled, feeling the soft brush of the cat against my legs.

“Good morning, you little devil. I saw what you did to my Kinton suit; do you have any idea how much I paid for that collector’s item?” I murmured, crouching down to stroke her soft fur, rewarded with another purr. “How was your night, Madame Nora?”

I never imagined the dirty little ball of fluff I rescued from the streets and let my friend name after a Harry Potter reference would turn out to be a rebellious white Persian cat with a taste for suits as refined as my own. The difference was, she loved ruining them.

“Nothing better than waking up to a good coffee!” I put her food and water in her bowls; unlike my friends with their dogs, I’d always preferred felines.

I leaned against the countertop to watch the sunrise light up the entire room through the windows that wrapped around the kitchen. I lived in an old building renovated by MFORCE in a neighborhood close to the company where I was a partner with three other friends, and I’d made my apartment a functional, elegant, and secure place.

When I met Leonardo Muralha and Ayke Malkovich, I had no plans to befriend two younger, more impertinent men. At the time, I was still recovering from my last mission with the Navy and dealing with the consequences of my decisions. Back then, I didn’t want to continue my career as a Lieutenant Commander, nor did I want to return to practicing in a hospital.

I joined the Navy as an enlisted man, deferred my mandatory service to finish medical school, and took the exam to become an officer. I fulfilled my dream and my parents’ dream. I was an only child and wanted to give them the pleasure of having a doctor in the family.

Specializing in Psychiatry was an option after General Practice, but in the end, none of those positions, nor all my knowledge, could prevent me from losing half my platoon due to one mistake. A guilt I would carry forever.

However, it was thanks to those friendships that I saw an opportunity to start life over from scratch as a partner in a security company and met the fourth partner of MFORCE.

Samantha, at the time, was a teenager who drew people in with her beauty and sharp wit. The cheeky redhead with freckles scattered across her face wore a sarcastic, provocative smile at the corner of her mouth, accentuating her red lips, and she liked to be called Sandy.

She had the power to enchant and repel with her feline gaze anyone who got too close. Maybe that’s why, and because she was a friend’s little sister, I always wanted to protect her. But the feeling Sandy nurtured for me was an inappropriate crush, one I forcefully rejected.

I always saw her as a girl. However, she became a dangerous and audacious woman, beyond anything I could have imagined—or wanted to see. “Damn it,” I cursed.

I finished my coffee and tidied the kitchen. I had a full day ahead: meetings with the new bodyguard team, paperwork, and boxing lessons for the kids in the community. I’d established a punishing routine a while back, with various commitments to cloud the memories that came more frequently to disturb me: those of my past, and those of the last time I was with Sandy, before she left Brazil.

“Fuck!” That was my best option, but in practice, it was hell. “Better take a cold shower.”

For years, I ignored her provocations and her peculiar taste for sex, the fiery fury in her gaze growing more intense and attractive with each passing year, even when I supported bringing her in to work with us.

After we discovered she and Ayke were heirs to the Bratva, everything made sense. The secrets and that unusual agitation I sometimes sensed in both of them.

I wanted to be the friend Sandy could trust, but I could never be the man she needed, because romantic relationships were the kind of commitment I wasn’t born for. I always kept my distance after realizing her interest, and I’d rip my fucking dick off if I broke that damn rule.

The problem wasn’t with her, but with me. I didn’t feel fit to share my life with another person. I’d done it once, paid a high price, and I wouldn’t drag her into an existence empty of warmth and feeling.

“And yet, I fucked up that rule in our last encounter,” I swore.

I let the cold water fall over my body to calm that sensation, but the memories insisting on dominating my mind sustained the erection that made my dick throb at that moment.

I ran a hand over my forehead, trying to pull myself together, but it was useless. I leaned my back against the cold tiled wall. I closed my eyes and wrapped my palm around my dick, starting a slow jerk, rubbing the broad head with my fingertip, spreading the pre-cum over the glans and down the shaft marked with thick veins.

“Fuck!” I punched the wall as I felt my dick throb with each stroke. Every day I discovered my mind was sadistic, I couldn’t deny it, I just hadn’t imagined how much.

My body ached with insatiable pleasure, with the lack of a real orgasm to relieve all that torment. All I had to do was close my eyes and I’d visualize the first and last time we were together, that damn night after the party at the pub where we faced the goons sent by the Pakhan after her brother.

At that moment, I didn’t know who they were or what they wanted, but I needed to be sure she was safe, so I ignored the barriers I’d built between us for years and followed her to the BDSM club.

It was where Sandy hid—she’d done it many times the previous year, before and after getting her revenge by eliminating Rafael Borari—and she’d do it one more time before leaving Brazil.

Dominance was the form of pleasure she knew and believed in. Sandy was a demanding, voracious, sexy, and audacious Dominatrix, and I was no submissive. But when I entered that dungeon, I surprised us both. The memory was so vivid I could hear her husky voice in my ears.

I tightened my grip on my dick, maintaining a reasonable speed. I wanted the jerk-off to last as long as my memories, to relive every second.

I wasn’t into having multiple piercings and tattoos all over my body like my friends, but I liked the sensation of having a barbell piercing below the head of my dick. The piercing increased the pleasure and the surprise in those feline eyes upon discovering I had one was memorable. I closed my eyes and let myself be carried away by the memories.
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THE BDSM CLUB BELONGED to Ayke, and the reason for setting up an exclusive house was clear: my friend wanted some control over his sister. Her peculiar taste for the practice had been evident over the years as we watched her grow and express her sexual curiosities.

I paid no attention to the warnings from the security guards who tried to stop me from entering; it was enough to take down the first and step over the second to invade the place. I hated fights. My friends considered me calm, the one who always knew the right thing to say, but they didn’t know a side of me I didn’t allow to be exposed.

I burst through the door of that dungeon, spewing a hatred I couldn’t control upon seeing her dressed only in a cut-out leather bodysuit and a harness with cups covering her full breasts.

The tattoos she rarely showed, because they hid deep scars from a history I didn’t know, were exposed on her back, right arm, and the most impressive one: the face of a tiger among smudged roses on the pale skin of her right flank, covering part of her buttock and her thigh.

In front of her, the slave was bound to a wooden cross with red neon lights emanating from behind the beams, wearing only black latex briefs, blindfolded and gagged with a kind of muzzle. His chest was marked with welts from the black cord whip Sandy was swinging in her hand, for the scene they were performing.

“You shouldn’t be here, big guy.” She didn’t even flinch; the smile at the corner of her mouth widened, her green eyes gleaming with challenge.

“Let him go, now!” I ordered, slamming the door.

“You can’t give me orders in my world.” She shrugged, turning her attention back to the submissive, and murmured something in Russian that pleased him—I could tell by the erection the bastard was sporting. “Want more, my little pet?”

The sweetened voice irritated me; she didn’t talk like that. She was hard, direct, maybe even lacking a bit of femme fatale charm in daily life. I knew Sandy was truly a fatal woman, and I was tasting her poison at that moment.

“Samantha!” I took a step forward and shuddered with a visceral overload of hatred as I watched her strike the man’s chest and thighs repeatedly before touching his skin and soothing his pain. “Stop!” I shouted.

“Hell!” She threw the whip on the floor and looked at me with the same intensity. “You want me to stop because you intend to take his place? If that’s your desire, doctor, kneel. If not, I suggest you leave. Now!”

That madness shouldn’t proceed. She’d given an ultimatum I would never accept in my life. The silence weighed heavily between us, making her narrow the eyes that bewitched me.

I saw her anxiety for a positive answer and the disappointment when I squared my shoulders and refused to obey with a shake of my head.

“Since you can’t handle what I want, I don’t think watching will do you any good, but you can try.”

She turned her back to me, approached the submissive, and ran her hands over his marked chest, whispering in his ear again before sinking her claws into his neck and drawing a moan of pleasure from the man.

“Sandy.” I felt an abnormal tension bubbling in my body. I didn’t want her to touch him, and I couldn’t see myself taking his place. “Just this once,” I stated in a low voice.

“You’re not a submissive, doctor, and I’m not a Switcher.” She ignored me, still murmuring with that sweetened voice in the man’s ear, making him tremble and cry. “Domination is beyond the physical; it’s in the mind and in consent. If you can’t submit to a full, consensual surrender, you can’t be with me.”

“Let him go, I’m telling you!”

“If you want to talk, you can wait for me at the bar. Now get out, while I’m asking politely.” She laughed.

“As soon as you let him go, you can tame me however you want. Just this once,” I repeated loudly.

Our eyes met. Whether it was seconds or minutes, I couldn’t say, but we had in our favor that this would be her last night in the country. That’s probably what went through her head as she released the guy and gave him some orders, which he obeyed with respect.

“I don’t know what you intend, Bruno, but...”

“Just this once.”

That was the only coherent thing I remember saying before slowly removing my suit jacket before her eyes, undoing my tie, and unbuttoning my shirt.

“Fuck!” I couldn’t drag out that memory any longer without coming. My whole body was tense under the shower, the memories coming as strong as the throbbing tightness in my dick.

Sandy came toward me like a hungry cat, wary that it might be a trap, but I wanted her with such impetus that I’d play her game. I shed the rest of my clothes, including my boxer briefs, and fell naked to my knees on the cold floor to savor her astonishment and delight.

She gasped at the erection I made no effort to conceal. I wanted her to understand what would really happen before my heavy conscience demanded the price of loyalty. Before the demons from the dark past I carried threw the weight of dragging her into my world of shattered feelings onto me.

With the leather belt I’d removed from my discarded dress pants, I improvised cuffs for my wrists and pulled the strap tight with my teeth so they’d be secure. I’d give her everything she’d ever wanted and that I could never do again. “Use me,” I sentenced.

“Ask nicely!” She smiled like a hungry tigress and leaned down. “Before we begin, you need to know something important, big guy: I don’t use anyone,” she provoked, touching her lips to the lobe of my ear. “I possess.”

Her mouth traveled across my face until it reached my goatee. Her scent remained immaculate. Thank God, I’d have died if I’d smelled that other man on her body.

Sandy touched my lower lip with the tip of her impudent tongue and moaned. It would be our first kiss. I never allowed us innocent kisses, not even on the cheek, and we rarely hugged.

“You can’t back out, and even if you want to, I won’t let you,” she whispered.

I believed in heaven and hell; allowing my body to touch hers was, in some way, like entering through the gates of purgatory.

“I won’t back out. Just for today, Samantha.” She pulled back, looking at me, and I couldn’t decipher her thoughts.

“I don’t have sex with my submissives, Bruno. I don’t know what you expected, putting yourself in his place...”

“Then...” I pushed her body with mine and felt her sharp claws dig into my shoulders, “...good thing I’m not a submissive,” I declared, taking her mouth with mine, tasting the sweetness with a warm hint of cinnamon, extravagant and as erotic as she was.

The kiss was our undoing; that delicious purr was etched into me. I barely had a clue that I was signing my sentence to live in a private prison of memories and constant lust.

Memories of the soft touch of her skin, the ridges of each scar traced under my fingertips, the taste of her honeyed pussy in my mouth, the rigidity of the muscles beneath mine. The smell and vibrant color of her silky hair sliding over my skin, the shivers that made the reddened tips of her breasts pucker in my mouth.

“Fuck!” I roared, coming with fury and pain, so hard my head and my dick emptied completely.

I felt anger and pleasure in an animalistic way, but as soon as I turned off the shower and left that bathroom, everything would be forgotten, as it had been every day for the last two years, because that’s how we wanted it.

I was exhausted from fighting against it and the sensations I felt with every jerked-off orgasm, random fuck, or call forwarded to voicemail. That imposed silence between us was awkward, and it wasn’t because it had been wrong, but... damn it! No agreement was needed; she simply followed the unspoken plans to the letter.

I turned off the shower and heard the bip of a message sounding from my phone on the counter. I dried my body and swiped the screen to read.

@Ayke_Malkovich: Bruno, Sandy needs help and you’re the only one I can ask.
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Sandy

New York — One Week Later

DYING FOR THE ORGANIZATSIYA was an honor, even a death as unjust as Yuri’s.

That’s why I’ll get revenge, my friend, I thought, crushing the woolen hat in my hands before tossing it into the drum where Yuri’s belongings were burning.

“Rest in peace, kid.” Val added a glass of his drink to the fire and sniffed, wiping his nose. “Goddamn cold.”

“What’s the matter, old man, complaining about a little snow?” I teased, just as Yuri would have.

“It’s a cold I don’t care for today, girl,” he shot back. I ignored the ‘girl’ part; we were alone, the soldiers had moved off to patrol the neighborhood.

It was past two in the morning when the plane carrying the wounded Italian soldiers and the dead back to Barcelona took off. Thanks to Capo Morello and a special request from my sister-in-law, Thaís, Yuri’s body was sent to Brazil with false documentation and would be delivered to his mother’s family.

“The Pakhan sent his condolences,” I remarked, turning my back to the flames and facing the night sky. Snowflakes drifted slowly down on us.

His sick grandfather and retired aunt would receive compensation in the Pakhan’s name, to live out the rest of their days with some security. It wasn’t charity, but a way to keep them quiet.

“I thank you on behalf of everyone!” Val nodded, before sending a text to the soldiers. “Want to get a drink? I know a good place that doesn’t belong to those damn Italians.”

“No.”

The men wanted revenge, but they didn’t know why we’d been ambushed. Luckily, none of them had heard the strange message from the mercenary who attacked me, or that business would have caused even more problems than we already had.

Any comment about what happened could be misinterpreted, and nothing said to the Pakhan about that attack could afford to raise more doubts and chaos right then. Aleksander had his enemies, and it was easy to link the affront to that reality.

As for the Capo of the Cosa Nostra, he had no jurisdiction in our territory to take any action; unfortunately, his soldiers had walked into an ambress meant for me.

“Vor, can we install some extra security sensors besides the cameras?” He pointed to the garage entrance.

“Don’t worry, the place is secure.” I dismissed him with a wave of my hand.

Vor was a term bestowed upon members of the Bratva when they took their oath. The old Pakhan was cruel, but he didn’t distinguish between men and women, just like my brothers.

I went through the initiation and got my tattoo. It was normal for spies and assassins to receive the same treatment, demands, bonuses, and especially, punishments.

“I can stay in the building and get an apartment next to yours, Commander,” Val commented with a scowl.

Being recognized by them as an authority on missions was thrilling, but that protective instinct, as if I were some fucking helpless little girl, was a pain in the ass.

For their own good, one stern look and a light tap on my Glock was enough for them to get the message, no discussion needed.

“If you need...” he began.

“If I need anything, I’ll call the firefighters. They’re hotter!” I dismissed him with a mocking joke.

I quickly climbed the stairs and slammed my apartment door shut, greeted by the icy air. I really wanted some time alone. Ayke and Aleksander would be against my decision, but fuck it.

“It’s my time to mourn, and I need a shower,” I said quietly, pulling off my boots and heavy overcoat.

I headed to the bathroom in my bedroom, shedding clothes along the way. The only things I’d take into the shower were my gun, which I’d leave on the windowsill, and a bottle of Russian vodka.

As soon as the water streamed over my head and the first swallow burned down my throat, I welcomed the memories. Good or bad, on that particular day I just wanted to get drunk and forget everything.

“Shit!” I cursed when I heard my phone ring.

I took another swallow, closed my eyes, and tried to relax. Only my brothers and Domenico had that number. I only activated the old one when I wanted to talk to my girlfriends, but lately I preferred video calls through a web app.

I finished the shower and half the bottle of vodka, but as soon as I dried off and put on a robe, the device I’d left on the bedroom floor started ringing again. At that hour of the night, it was nearly morning in Barcelona, and it was probably Ayke calling.

My apartment was small, and since I liked to keep my privacy away from the curiosity of my brothers and friends, I went back to the living room, which was combined with the kitchen, and sat on the futon I kept on the floor in front of the fireplace before answering the video call.

“Do you have any idea it’s past three in the morning in New York?” I answered, making a face. Ayke stared at me from the other side of the screen with a furrowed brow.

You dismissed your security detail? Straight to the point—that was my brother’s best quality.

“They’re not my security detail, they’re subordinate soldiers who follow orders,” I retorted.

Val had already run his mouth, the son of a bitch.

They follow my orders. The arrogant reply came with a smirk.

My brother was still the same cold Brigadier when it came to business, but the look of a man in love when he gazed at Thaís and their little son softened that arrogance a bit.

“We had plans before Yuri’s death...” I faltered and, to compensate, took a swig of vodka. Only then did I realize I’d brought the damn bottle into the living room. “Fuck!”

Sestra, I’m sorry... Ayke didn’t like seeing me drink, especially since I’d been overdoing it the last few years.

“The bastards who attacked us suffered more,” I answered through gritted teeth, raising a silent toast. “I didn’t leave any alive.”

I want you to take some time, take a trip. Actually...

“You don’t need to schedule my vacation, brat,” I cut him off and laughed.

If you interrupt me one more time, I’ll be in New York by nightfall to spank your ass.

“You’ll get a better response if you spank your wife’s ass.” We were damn sadists with acid humor. We knew how to fool others, but it was hard to do it with each other.

Are you talking about me?

“Da!” I nodded.

Thaís stopped behind her husband, and the moment I most feared in our conversations appeared in the form of a chubby boy with hair and eyes as black as night, rosy cheeks, and an angelic smile showing his new little teeth.

We were talking about your ass, moya garapiya!

She laughed and accepted a kiss from Ayke. My brother bent down to scoop up his son and hug him as if he hadn’t seen him in years; that scene was comforting, but it also hurt in an inexplicable way.

“Wow, Thayke has gotten so big!” It wasn’t a fake reaction. On the contrary, seeing that boy shook my heart, and unlike my brothers, I didn’t hide my good emotions.

Exactly what I tell Julieta every time I see Julia.

“Hi, my love, look, it’s Auntie Sandy.” I nodded in agreement, pushing the bottle of liquor away.

Sandy, I’m so sorry about Yuri. This life is a mess!

Thaís had adopted new forms of swearing around her son; it always made me laugh.

“A big pile of shit!” I emphasized.

How about coming to Barcelona? We can make the Countess’s life h-e-l-l.

Thaís’s crazy ideas served to lighten the tense conversation, but Ayke was still watching me out of the corner of his eye, trying to read me.

Thayke is almost two and still hasn’t met Auntie Sandy in person.

That would always be the reproach in our conversations, and my excuse was always the same: work. Accepting the position Aleksander forced on me when he took power kept me away, something that helped camouflage at least one of my secrets.

Maybe you could distract yourself with one of my cousins, Thaís ventured.

What cousins, Harpy?

Don’t start with the jealousy, Gibi!

I don’t want any damn dago in my house or near my sister!

Funny, did you know your son is part Italian?

He is Bratva!

That argument between the two of them was normal; it would end in kisses, promises of hot sex, and laughter. While they teased each other, I could openly admire Thayke and drool over my nephew in peace.

He was wearing the little gold bracelet I’d sent when he turned one, and one of the custom t-shirts Aleksander constantly sent as gifts.

That one in particular had “I’m a Bratva” printed on it. Even though Thaís hated it, she let Ayke send pictures of the boy to the Pakhan wearing the strange gifts.

Xanty... Xanty... Xanty!

As if drawn by my gaze, Thayke started shouting my name and hitting the iPad screen to talk to me.

“I love you too, kitten!” In response, he purred like I’d taught him, drooling everywhere.

Rrrrrrr...

Wow... he loves you. Come stay with us!? Thaís asked.

“I’ll figure it out, I promise!” I blew a kiss to my nephew, touching the screen.

I thanked Thaís for her affection and once again for her help with Yuri’s transfer, and we said goodbye. As soon as the office doors closed softly after she left with the baby, I couldn’t hold back the hellish tears.

“Fuck!” I cursed the feeling.

Aleksander and I have reached an agreement. You’re going back to Brazil.

“What?” I asked, standing up to pace back and forth in front of the camera. “I’m not going back!”

You’ll do as I say. You’ll rest, see friends, maybe someone in particular...

“Don’t fuck with me, Ayke.” He was referring to Bruno. “I have no reason to go back. Domenico is your Krysha, I’m sure he can handle everything.”

He’s been promoted. He’s packing his bags right now and will meet you in Brazil.

“Wow! That’s wonderful, really, but I don’t need to be there.”

Be honest, Sandy, and admit you should never have slept with Bruno, even if the slightest excuse to see him again stirs something inside you.

“I need you. We have new clients, and I don’t want to leave the men in charge of their security without supervision.”

“From Enforcer to Brigadier. I think that goes against the rules.”

We are the rules.

“Ayke!”

Samantha, I am too pissed right now to argue. I’ve ignored your state of emotional and physical wreckage for a long time, but enough! You’re the best at what you do, and you earned your place in the Organization on merit.

“Thank you!?” I sneered.

Damn it! Don’t make me give you an order. I’m your brother, and I want what’s best for you, and it will always be that way.

After killing several soldiers and wiping out a member of his damn father’s special guard for raping his mother, Ana Moreno, Ayke commanded a group of Boyevik’s—Russian Mafia soldiers—who were sent with us to Brazil.

What my brother didn’t know was that on that night, Ana wasn’t the prize Serguei handed over to his trusted man. The damn Pakhan wanted to make sure I would really never speak of my past, so he sent the soldier to terrorize me and do whatever he wanted.

Despite being drugged, Ana hid me and confronted the man. She was brutally raped and beaten, and for the second time in my life, I found myself cornered, watching another woman be slaughtered, unable to do anything, until Ayke burst into the room and fought that man like a wild dog.

He wasn’t alone. Aleksander, even though he hated us, was there, making sure Ayke got his revenge.

That day, I swore loyalty to both of them without their knowledge, and to myself, because no one would ever kill my own and get away with it again.

I don’t give a fuck that you’re the Bratva’s best assassin and that you worked for my father in secret.

He knew? Holy shit, this was fucked up!

Years after leaving Moscow and finishing my training, Serguei Malkovich demanded proof of loyalty: to kill and keep it secret from my brothers, or he’d put a death sentence on their lives.

Refusing wasn’t an option; I had plenty of marks on my body as proof of that. The vacation trips and later my cover as a licensed arms dealer concealed the old Pakhan’s orders.

I loved my brothers and hated how much they worried about me; they were the best guard dogs, but at the slightest sign of betrayal, they would be lethal.

“I’ll go to Brazil after I’ve settled my unfinished business,” I announced, and from his look, he understood it was about revenge.

That conversation had already crossed every acceptable line, and Ayke knew it, so he didn’t bother keeping me any longer, saying goodbye. The travel arrangements were surely already being sent to my email.

I had a plan in mind and was just waiting for confirmation. I couldn’t use Brotherhood soldiers for the job, which is why I called in a favor from an old friend.

No one would touch what was mine and live unpunished!
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Bruno

Days Later — Brazil

RUNNING WAS A GREAT way to clear my head. I didn’t care if the recruits saw me as a demanding trainer, making them do more than twenty laps around the indoor track before trading blows with a heavy bag.

“Keep your guard up!” It was the third time I’d corrected the rookie on his stance.

Training with the teams was divided according to their skills. Some were better at martial arts with longer-range strikes, others at boxing. The sport had been my passion since I was a kid, encouraged by my father, a huge fan of Rocky Balboa movies and fighters like Evander Holyfield. I’d started an amateur career before joining the Navy.

“Raise your right wrist at a sharper angle...” I instructed the recruit, “...move your feet.”

“Yes, sir!” The kid looked like he was about to snap his spine he was so rigid.

“Carlos, don’t be afraid to step in, it’s a sandbag!” I emphasized, demonstrating a sequence of short punches in front of the face—jabs.

“Y-yes, s-sir!” If the stammering wasn’t enough, the two steps he took backward were sufficient to show I was scaring the rookie.
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