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      For fans of my Chicago Bratva series, this map shows the family connections between the Bratva Heirs and the Chicago Bratva characters. Readers new to my bratva men, you can skip this section. I didn’t want to bore or confuse you with too much info-dumping in the book, so I made this section instead.
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      Ben “Baron” Baranov - Son of Lucy and Ravil  (The Director)

      Liliya “Lili” Baranov - Daughter of Lucy and Ravil (The Director)

      Lennox Taylor - Son of Oleg and Story (The Enforcer)

      Jude Taylor - Son of Oleg and Story (The Enforcer)

      Tuesday Taylor - Daughter of Oleg and Story (The Enforcer)

      Leonid “Leo” Popov - Son of Maxim and Sasha (The Fixer)

      Mila - Daughter of Pavel and Kayla (The Soldier)

      Zoya “Zoe” Novikova - Daughter of Dima and Natasha (The Hacker)

      Anya Novikova - Daughter of Dima and Natasha (The Hacker)

      Lara Turgeneva - Daughter of Adrian and Kat (The Cleaner)

      Darya Taylor - Daughter of Flynn and Nadia (The Player)

      Rustik Taylor - Son of Flynn and Nadia (The Player)

      Alexei “Alex” Petrov - Son of Kira and Maykl (The Gatekeeper)

      Feliks Petrov - Son of Kira Koslova and Maykl (The Gatekeeper)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Author’s note:  This first chapter was originally written as a bonus epilogue to the Chicago Bratva series for my Kickstarter supporters, but I realized it was too important to the Bratva Heirs to leave out, so I’m including it here.  This will be the only section in Ravil’s point of view in this book.

      

      Ravil Baranov

      My eyes burn as my wife, Lucy, and I walk out of Thornecroft University’s freshman dorm.

      “Our nest is officially empty.” I squeeze her hand.

      Ben, our oldest, is a senior at Thornecroft, and we just helped our youngest child, Liliya–Lili, for short–move in. I hung her bulletin boards and lifted furniture to place her rug where she wanted it, and then there was nothing else to do but leave. Our presence in the one-room dorm was no longer helpful. Lili couldn’t get to know her new roommate with the two of us hovering.

      Still, leaving my precious daughter here sends a pang through my heart. It’s an unexpected emotion. I didn’t have it with Ben, but he’s always seemed older than his years. Lili is my well-protected printsessa. Our baby.

      But Thornecroft, known as the “Harvard of the Midwest,” is the safest university in the world. Tucked in the outskirts of Whisper, Illinois, the rich, elite, and, like me, most dangerous people of the world have sent their offspring to study here for over two hundred years. Senators’ sons, ambassadors’ daughters, and the world’s royalty sit in classes with the children of uber-rich movie stars, cartel leaders, and mafia.

      Security is tight, and Chancellor Ogden, a dangerous man in his own right, somehow manages to keep wars, assassinations, or paparazzi from penetrating the bubble of safety he keeps around the campus. There are rumors that he’s part of a dangerous cabal that runs the world. There are rumors he is former CIA. It’s possible both stories have some truth built in.

      Lucy drags in a long, terraced breath like she’s holding back her tears, and I turn to wrap my arms around her. We stop in the middle of the sidewalk, creating an obstacle for the parents and students pushing carts filled with dorm decor from their cars to the freshman dorm buildings.

      I kiss the top of my wife’s head.

      There’s a hollowness in being empty nesters I didn’t expect. I thought today would be more of a celebration. A finish line. We raised two bright, capable children into adulthood and now have time to focus on our reconnection. But it feels like an appendage is missing.

      “I’ll miss her so much,” Lucy chokes.

      “I know. Me too.” I slide my arm around her waist to guide her to our Lucid Gravity SUV. “We will say goodbye to Ben, and then I’m stealing you away for a spa weekend.”

      Lucy looks over, her brown eyes bright with tears but her expression warm and soft. “You are?”

      I stop again to cradle her cheek with my hand. “Yes, kotyonok. I thought we might need a place to find each other before we get back to Chicago.”

      “That sounds perfect.” Lucy’s voice is still clogged with tears. It makes me want to draw a sword and slay every monster around my wife. But of course, there are no monsters to slay.

      This is exactly how it should be. Children grow up and move out. Their adult lives are just beginning as we face middle age. It’s not like our lives will be dull without the kids at home.

      I’m pakhan of a bratva dynasty that now spans two continents. Lucy pulls the strings of our political empire–managing the campaigns of our handpicked state senators, governor, and representatives. Because when you’re head of an underworld dynasty, it helps to have friends in high places.

      We pull around to Baranov House, a sprawling Victorian on the outskirts of campus. Yes, it’s named after me. Ben asked me to donate five million to the school to buy it just to have a fortress even more secure than the dorms where he could protect his friends. Most young men rush a fraternity or seek entrance to one of the elite Thornecroft Society Houses. Mine saw a way to create his own. He came to me with a proposal in the middle of his freshman year, explaining why having his own Thornecroft House, which would join the invitation-only society houses on campus, as a haven for those under his protection was important.

      Thornecroft has fraternities and sororities, but what the school is really known for is their society houses. These houses used to be single-sex, but now some are coed. They’re very exclusive and selective invite-only societies that go beyond frats. These societies aren’t just about brotherhoods and building connections. Thornecroft’s society houses are about culminating the type of power and influence that decides elections around the world.

      Ben promised to repay me every penny of the donation.

      I told him it wasn’t necessary–that I expected him to enjoy his college experience with his friends. That I didn’t care if they turned the place into an “Animal House,” like the old American movie.

      Instead, they impressed me by turning it into an enterprise. Inside Baranov House, or what the students on campus call the Gulag, for reasons I probably don’t want to know, Ben and his band of brothers–and sisters, since times and gender roles have changed–run a variety of legal and illegal money-making activities. They wire me a payment every month, as if they were one of my bratva cells.

      I tried to keep Ben out of the bratva business, but despite it all, he molded himself exactly in my image. He essentially created his own bratva, though they don’t call themselves that.

      I double-park behind Ben’s Range Rover in the driveway, and we get out and walk to the door. The house is a four-story, 20-bedroom behemoth, with wide-open common areas Ben and his crew convert into a dance floor and party space on weekends.

      I’d insisted on an alarm system and bullet-proof windows when they bought it, but it looks like they’ve added new security measures since I was last here. Thumbprint-activated door locks. Cameras hang from every eave, probably some I also can’t spot, viewing and recording every inch of the property.

      I press the buzzer because the security is too tight to allow walk-ins. Inside, young men and a few young women lounge on couches, easy chairs, and barstools. In the past, Ben’s given me the rundown on all the residents. Their varied skills are impressive.

      Anders, Ben’s best friend, an Asian-Norwegian who plays social director for the house and front man for most of their activities, opens the door.

      “Hei Hei!” he calls out in his country’s greeting. “Baron is right here.”

      Baron is Ben’s nickname, short for Baranov, and fitting for bratva royalty. My understanding is that Phoenix, Ben’s roommate freshman year, gave him the nickname.

      Ben turns from where he’s giving instructions to Zoya–who goes by the Americanized Zoe–one of my hacker’s auburn-haired twins. She and her sister are sophomores this year. Both of them started in freshman dorms like Lili to make friends but ended up moving into Baranov House within the first month at Ben’s urging. He compulsively needs to protect his family, and it seems bratva ties are thicker than blood, even for the next generation.

      “I’m on it,” she says to Ben and waves to us with a smile. Her twin, Anya, sits on the couch with a laptop on her thighs. Her repose reminds me of the way her father, Dima, used to lounge in my penthouse, his fingers clicking away on the keys as he hacked some governmental agency while watching an action flick with his brother. Our kids grew up together, along with my fixer’s son, Leo, and my gatekeeper’s sons, Alexei and Feliks, who are just sixteen months apart and both built like refrigerators. They now play football for Thornecroft University and will probably be picked up by the NFL.

      The rest of our friends from our original bratva cell live in Los Angeles now. Dima’s twin, Nicholai, moved there because his wife is the public relations manager for the Grammy-winning band The Storytellers, who are friends of ours. He and my former enforcer and soldier run a legitimate real estate empire for me in Hollywood. Their children grew up in the limelight of fame and fortune through The Storytellers. My former soldier Pavel’s wife and 19-year-old daughter, Mila, are both famous actors now.

      Anya and Zoe both come over to hug and kiss us.

      The entire crew of our older children stayed in Whisper this summer to continue running their enterprises.

      “Hey Ravil–hey Lucy.” Leo flashes me a grin as he walks over and hugs Lucy. He’s eighteen months younger than Ben, but the two are just as close in college as they were growing up.

      I shake his hand.

      “Are you guys taking off?” Ben asks. We had dinner with the entire gang last night, so we’ve already had time to visit ‌him on this trip.

      Lucy goes in for a hug from Ben, and he wraps her up in his arms. He’s taller than I am now, broad-shouldered with sandy blond hair and Lucy’s brown eyes. He kisses the top of her head, much like I do, and my chest tightens with pride.

      I regret the seriousness of his gaze–the way his eyes look far older than his years. The watchful, controlled way he carries himself, ever-vigilant for anything in his world slipping out of his control.

      It’s my fault. I tried to keep my family sheltered from the violence of my profession, but it still seeped through. Ben got blood on his hands at a young age under dire circumstances.

      In order to control his world and avoid another incident, he became a leader. He learned to always know where people are coming from. To consider all angles to protect those around him.

      I shake his hand, then pull him in for a man hug. “Watch out for your sister.” I thump him on the back, but there’s gravity in my voice.

      Ben matches my tone. “I will.” His gaze is intense and serious. “I wish she would move in here.”

      “I know, but she wants her freedom. I checked her dorm, and the security is tight. She’ll be okay if she stays vigilant.”

      “I have her schedule, so I know where she is at all times and where the potential threats might be.” Ben glances at Anders. “I already took care of the one professor on campus known for preying on female students.”

      I flick my eyebrows. This is the first I’ve heard of it. I suppress the sense of alarm that I should’ve known what happened and advised him on his course of action. I taught him a lot, but he may not know how to avoid all legal repercussions. Or where to dump a body in Whisper.

      But he probably didn’t handle it that way. He can handle business on his own, in his own way. As much as I want to swoop in and help, I have to let him fly.

      Still, I can’t help but remind him, “You know if you ever need help with anything at all, I can send someone out here or come myself. All it takes is one call.” I can’t say in front of Lucy what I mean–that I’ll send a fixer. Or an enforcer. A cleaner. Whatever he needs.

      “I know.” Ben’s voice carries the authority of a leader. I see the weight of responsibility for his entire crew–everyone who lives in that house with him–and possibly the entire campus resting on his broad shoulders.

      I know the event that made him this way. It haunts me as much as it still haunts him.

      But he wears the mantle like a king. He has the strength and fortitude to hold up the leaden crown that rests on his head.

      The young prince is all grown up.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming text, and I glance at the screen. It’s my Moscow Pakhan Adrian Tergenov, with our code for an emergency.

      “Excuse me,” I say to Lucy and Ben. “I need to make a call.” I walk through the house and out the French doors to the enormous, landscaped garden the Baranov House uses for its frequent campus parties.

      I hit the call button for Adrian.

      At one time, he was my best cleaner. Eighteen years ago, I sent him and his wife Kat to Moscow to take over and run our arm of the bratva there.

      “What is it?”

      “I have a problem. A big problem.” I hear tightly coiled violence in Adrian’s voice that I haven’t heard since the years when he came to me to seek help in finding his sister and the sex traffickers who had kidnapped her.

      “Tell me.”

      “It’s about Lara.”

      I go still. Lara is Adrian and Kat’s only child, who goes to college in Paris.

      Business is business, but anything involving our children is a grave matter. We violated bratva code when we took wives and had children. I did it first and allowed the rest of my cell to follow. The reason marriage is outside of the bratva code is because women and children can be used as pawns against us.

      That’s why I doubled down on building an empire and gaining influence. Everything I’ve done has been to keep our families protected.

      “Anatoli Rostov’s son, Abrasha, is after her. Now he’s calling me, asking for an alliance in marriage.”

      Anatoli Rostov is one of the richest and most dangerous members of the Russian oligarchy. He has homes in Turkey, the Arab Emirates, and the French Riviera. He controls much of the political world in Russia. Ben had a run-in with his son the year he went to boarding school in Switzerland.

      We’ve had to battle to accumulate enough power to remain separate from Rostov’s dirty dealings. To build our empire without infringing on his. I had to prove we had enough power–both political and guns–that we weren’t worth messing with.

      I thought we had managed to surpass them in terms of power held in Russia, but if Rostov is trying to flip Adrian, we have trouble on our hands.

      Rostov is known for sadistic torture and gruesome murders. He uses fear to gain power. Ben reported that his son was a full-fledged psychopath.

      “Has he kidnapped her? Is he holding her as leverage?”

      “No. It seems they’ve had a few dates. When I asked Lara about Abrasha, she sounded indifferent. But according to Rostov, they’re already a couple. He’s looking to unite our houses in marriage.”

      I clench my molars. “What did you tell him?”

      “I told him I could not because my daughter had a long-arranged marriage to your son.”

      I go quiet, absorbing this.

      “It was the only thing I could think of to keep her free of his clutches. He won’t pick a fight with you, especially not if it’s a marriage arranged from birth.”

      I turn to look back through the French doors, where my son still stands with his mother. Ben sees me looking and takes it as a summons. He nods and walks toward the doors.

      Blyad’. He would do it. Ben has the same protective instincts I do. He shelters the weak and vulnerable. It’s the reason Thornecroft was the only college I felt comfortable sending Lili to. I know he’ll keep tabs on her and eliminate any dangers.

      If I asked him, he would go along with the lie Adrian told, marrying Lara to keep her safe.

      But it would end his chosen life. He’s already far older than his years. Do I really want him married at age twenty-two?

      Then again, it could be a marriage in name only. He could still have his own life, as long as he keeps Lara safe here at this house and pretends she’s his wife.

      Lucy will kill me, though. She never wanted her children wrapped up in the business. Then again, she wouldn’t want to see Kat and Adrian’s daughter trapped in a marriage to the man who tortured everyone weaker than him as a boy.

      My mind spins. It might not be forever. Five years, maybe, until Rostov forgets about using Lara as a pawn in his game.

      I blow out my breath. “Put her on the next plane to Whisper.”

      Adrian’s exhale of relief is audible through the phone. “Spasiba, Pakhan. You honor me.”

      “You’re my brother. I would never let harm come to one of yours.”

      I end the call and put the phone in my pocket, staring at the manicured hedges as if they might reveal the perfect way to tell my son that I just locked up what could be the rest of his life.

      The French doors open, and Ben walks out. “Did you need something?”

      “Yes.” I scrub a hand over my face. “Ben, there’s something I have to ask of you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Three days later

        

      

    

    
      Baron

      I’m not a man of “big feels,” but I always thought I’d feel something on my wedding day.

      I also imagined I would actually know the woman I was marrying. And be out of college already.

      I’m in my Range Rover on the tarmac of the private airfield, tapping my fingers on the wheel as I wait for the jet to arrive with my bride.

      The woman my father told me three days ago I could protect by putting a ring on her finger.

      Lara Turgeneva has no social media for me to troll. Probably because she’s a bratva princess and, like the rest of us, was taught to keep a low profile.

      I had Anya scour the internet, but she came up dry until she hacked the Russian government to uncover a passport and driver’s license photo. It’s hard to tell much from them. She might be pretty; she might not.

      No one looks good in those pictures.

      Supposedly, we knew each other as toddlers before her family moved from Chicago back to Moscow. I remember nothing. I wish I knew something about her. She’s probably scared. I don’t have any plans to get into a genuine romantic relationship with her, but I’ll do my best to make things comfortable. This is awkward for both of us. I’ll make sure she understands that I don’t expect her to consummate the marriage or share my bed.

      She can even date whomever she likes, if she’s careful and keeps it a secret.

      The roar of jet engines makes me peer up through the windshield. A small jet glides in and makes an elegant touchdown. I wait until they’ve opened the door and attached the gangplank before I climb out of the Range Rover.

      I wore a suit. Not to impress my bride but as a show of good faith. To show her I don’t want this, but I will make it work. I will follow my father’s instructions: pick her up, marry her, and install her in Baranov House, where I can protect her. Except we can’t get married until twenty-four hours after we’ve picked up the marriage license.

      I’m not doing it because my father asked it of me although I would’ve done it for him. While I’m certain he’s a ruthless killer, and I know he’s the head of an international crime organization, he commands nothing but my love and respect.

      Like I said, I would’ve done this without his request. When I heard who was trying to marry Lara and why she needed my protection, I couldn’t refuse.

      Brash Rostov is a psychopath. I went to prep school in Switzerland with him for one miserable year. He’s the son of the notorious Russian oligarch, Anatoli Rostov. If he were simply arrogant and full of himself like the rest of the rich assholes I had to suffer space with that year, I’d leave Lara to her chances with him. But there’s no one–not even a woman I don’t remember–that I’d let marry that sadistic beast when all I had to do to save her was give her my name.

      I got thrown out of that school because I beat the shit out of Brash.

      He is everything that is wicked and wrong about the Russian oligarchy–a hateful sadist who I heard had tortured teachers, animals, and younger boys.

      The girls found him charming, as I recall, because he was good at hiding that side of himself with them. But I caught him choking the librarian’s daughter, and that was the end of private prep school for me.

      If I’d known getting kicked out would be so easy, I would’ve picked a fight with him sooner. I hated living with those arrogant old-moneyed svolochs although that year prepared me for success at Thornecroft.

      If Brash and his father are after Lara, I’m happy to step in and be the roadblock he can’t get around. As far as Brash knows, Lara’s dad promised her hand to me at birth, and he couldn’t get out of the arrangement without risking a war with mine.

      I approach the stairs as a slender figure appears in the doorway.

      Lara wears black loungewear, like she’s mourning our upcoming nuptials. She piled her dark hair on top of her head in a messy bun. A large purse is slung over one shoulder, and when her gaze lands on me, her arm tightens down on it, like she’s scared I’ll steal it.

      I puzzle over that gesture as we approach each other.

      She carries herself with authority, shoulders square, chin lifted. Good. She’s not some frightened mouse I’ll have to comfort. The less emotionally involved we become, the better. That will make it easier to divorce when the marriage is no longer necessary.

      As she draws closer, I can study her face. She’s gorgeous. Dark, messy hair that’s thick and wild. Her skin is pale, her wide-set eyes bright blue. A dusting of dark freckles covers her nose. She wears little or no makeup–her beauty is natural. She studies me back from under thick, natural lashes. Her lips are full, but they’re set in a tight line like she’s pissed.

      That’s when I start to teeter off my white steed. I was thinking of myself as the knight in shining armor–here to save the damsel in distress.

      But the damsel looks like she wants to throat-punch me.

      I stop approaching and let her come to me. I’d planned on a cheek kiss. Maybe a quick embrace if she’s a hugger. Since she looks more like a crotch-kicker, I abort any plans of touching her.

      “Lara.”

      There’s something familiar about her, even though I have no memories of her from childhood. We were just preschoolers when she moved away.

      Her big blue eyes narrow, and she stops in front of me, still keeping that purse of hers held tightly to her side. “Da.” Her tone is cutting. She lifts her chin, spreading her free hand and gesturing down her body. “Here I am–as summoned by your family to be your wife,” she says in Russian. “I hope I’m what you expected.”

      I blink, careful to keep my expression blank as my brain scrambles to catch up.

      Then I put it together. She was told the lie.

      For whatever reason, her father didn’t trust her with the truth. Either he doesn’t think she’s capable of playing pretend, or she was actually in love with Brash.

      If it’s the latter, I’m out. She can have him. I don’t need to suffer the disdain of a woman who thinks my family would control her future like she’s chattel.

      Except even as I think of throwing her back to him, something in me rebels. Not just my protective side although I still would defend her against any man who tried to hurt her. Not just the most competitive part of me that needs to win any contest against Brash. Beyond that, a possessiveness rises up in me that I’ve never felt before.

      As I look at the fiery woman glaring at me, I abandon my previous plan to keep this marriage a sham. She belongs to me. We belong together. I’m not sure why I believe that, but it’s something about the way she seems familiar. But not like I knew her before–more like I’ve been waiting my whole life to meet her. I’m turned on by everything about her. Not the least, that she presents a challenge.

      The fact is, Lara is mine.

      She was fake-promised to me, but we’ll be legally wed, and that means I’m the guy–the only guy–who gets to have her.

      Is she what I expected? I reply in English, my tone dry. “Not really.”

      Her pale skin flushes pink. At least I know she speaks English.

      I hold out my hand. “Come. We have a marriage license to pick up.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lara

      Benjamin Baranov doesn’t look as menacing as my father and most of his associates, but I get the feeling he’s deceptively dangerous. Blond hair falls across his forehead in a casual, beachy style, but his eyes, framed by thick, dark brows, appear ancient in his young face.

      Dressed in an expensive suit, he doesn’t look like a college student playing dress-up. He wears it with casual elegance. There’s no outward aggression in his posture, just quiet power in the carriage of his shoulders. Like he rules his kingdom with control and cool, calculated decisions.

      I clutch my purse closer to me as the flight attendants follow us to Benjamin’s shiny black SUV with the five giant suitcases that contain all the belongings I could pack in the hour my father gave me before bundling me into the private jet.

      Just yesterday, I’d come home, exhausted from a day of classes at Académie Internationale des Langues de Paris followed by a three-hour shift for my new internship. The one I spent the first two years of college setting myself up to get. I opened the door to find my father sitting at my kitchen table with a deep frown between his brows.

      He hadn’t told me he’d left Moscow to fly to Paris. When I asked if he brought my mom, he said she was too angry with him.

      Stupid me.

      I’d thought he’d come to tell me they were getting a divorce.

      Never in a million years could I have predicted this.

      

      “Pack your things, Lara. I’m sending you to Illinois.”

      I blink. My brain stops computing. “What?”

      He nods with a grave look. “There’s something I should have told you a long, long time ago.”

      My heart slams against my ribs wildly. “What do you mean? What are you talking about?”

      “I entered a contract with Ravil Baranov when you were a baby .”

      I stare at him. None of this makes sense. Ravil Baranov is the powerful pakhan of the Chicago Bratva, where my father entered into the brotherhood. They are close associates. Friends.

      “You’re to marry his son, Benjamin.”

      I sway on my feet, suddenly light-headed. “That…that’s absurd.”

      “It was a long time ago, and I didn’t know he intended to hold me to it. Certainly not so soon, while you both are still in school.”

      I back away from my dad. “No.” My head shakes on its own accord. “I won’t. I can’t. I just started my internship. I have one more year of school. This is crazy. Why would I marry a stranger?”

      “It has to be now. Ravil demanded it, and he’s far too dangerous a man to cross.”

      “But…why?”

      It just doesn’t make sense. We don’t live in medieval times. The patriarchy is dying. I shouldn’t be chattel in some bratva machination.

      “I don’t know why now, only that he has his reasons. I’ve made arrangements for you to transfer to Thornecroft where Benjamin attends school, so you can finish your degree. It’s one of the most prestigious colleges in the world.”

      My nose burns. Angry tears flood my eyes. This is insane!

      “And if I refuse?” My voice trembles even though I try to keep the words even.

      My dad’s expression turns even more grim. “Then none of us are safe.”

      How can that be? My father, one of the most powerful men in Russia, can’t keep his wife and daughter safe from the bratva on another continent?

      This is worse than my parents divorcing. This is my entire world crumbling to my feet.

      No wonder my mom is mad at him.

      A tear slides down my face, and I see a flicker of distress on my dad’s face.

      He reaches for me, but I pull away.

      “I’m sorry, but marrying Benjamin Baranov is the only way to keep you safe.”

      

      Safe from what?

      I have no idea what the Baranovs or the Chicago Bratva want with me. I still can’t believe my father sent me here–alone. I could be walking into a trap. Maybe they intend to hold me hostage to make Papa do what they say.

      Maybe it is for marriage, and I’ll be a hostage for the rest of my life. After all, marriage is one of the oldest methods of ensuring an alliance with other kingdoms.

      I steal a glance at the bratva prince walking beside me. Will he expect me to share a bed? Consummate this marriage? Bear his heirs?

      My stomach, which has been in a tight knot since I found my father in my flat, feels queasy.

      Benjamin takes my luggage from the attendants, easily handing the heavy bulk into the trunk of his vehicle. I catch sight of tattoos marking the backs of his hands and wrists. So he’s part of it all. I wondered, because he’s in college, if he was already a member of the brotherhood.

      Of course, he is.

      I wish I’d learned the meanings of the tattoos. Has my groom killed before? Tortured?

      My mouth goes dry. Raped?

      Will he force himself on me?

      My palms emit cold sweat. These people are so dangerous that they struck fear into my father–and he’s a monster in his own right. He wouldn’t have uprooted me from college in Paris unless he absolutely had no other choice. My mom wouldn’t have let him. The decision had to be completely out of his control.

      Benjamin escorts me to the passenger side of the SUV and opens the door.

      Oh good. It’s nice to know that the killer I was promised to has nice manners.

      He waits until I get in, like a chauffeur. I refuse to look at him until I realize he’s leaned his forearm against the top of the car and is peering down at me.

      “Is there a gun in your purse, Lara?” His voice has a teasing quality.

      My knuckles whiten on the purse, and my gaze snaps up to where he looms over me. I see amusement in his brown eyes, and the slight curve of his lips.

      Cold washes through me. He’s so confident, he’s not afraid of a loaded gun.

      No answer comes to mind. My jaw clenches as I glare up at him.

      “You planning on shooting me?” Again, he’s completely relaxed. Seemingly amused by me.

      Oh, look at my cute bride who showed up with a gun to kill me.

      I try and fail to swallow. My face burns. My legs tremble, ready to run like a gazelle away from the lion chasing me.

      He holds his palm out. “Give me the gun, printsessa. We’re not going to hurt each other in that way.”

      In what way are we going to hurt each other, Benjamin?

      That thought has me imagining a measured hurt. The pain-for-pleasure type.

      Wait, no.

      I am not imagining Benjamin Baranov tying me up and whipping me with a riding crop.

      That’s…nuts. I’m not interested in that.

      I eye his tattooed knuckles, wondering what it would be like to have them closed around my throat while we have sex.

      Will he force me?

      Why am I picturing him forcing me?

      I don’t want that. Of course, I don’t.

      I don’t move, so he makes a beckoning gesture with his fingers. “The gun, Lara.” The teasing quality drops away from his voice. I hear cold authority.

      I sit there and debate what would happen if I said no. Or if I pulled it out and pointed it at him.

      I realize that despite his relaxed pose, his gaze is intense. Focused. If I pointed the gun at him, I’d have to be willing to pull the trigger.

      As if he reads my thoughts, he shakes his head. “You’re not a killer, printsessa. And you’re safe with me. Or you will be if you behave.”

      Something about his gentle coaxing breaks me. Tears burn behind my eyes.

      I don’t want him to see them, so I thrust the whole purse his way and look away as he opens it and removes the pistol, tucking it into his waistband like a pro.

      When he slides into the seat beside me, I ask, “Are you a killer, Benjamin?”

      He turns to study me. I hold my breath under the intensity of his gaze.

      “I’ve killed.”

      I can’t breathe.

      He starts the SUV and puts it in drive. “And I’d kill again–for you.”

      The breath leaves me in a whoosh. I’m suddenly lightheaded. Shocked and slightly turned on.

      “Why?” I demand.

      A slight tension radiates from his shoulders. When he answers, the words are flat and emotionless. “You’re my wife.”
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      Baron

      After stopping at the courthouse to get our marriage license, I take my bride to Baranov House, or the Gulag as it’s known on campus. Lara gave me the cold shoulder for most of the trip, and I didn’t try to warm her up.

      I’m not the charming guy–that’s Anders or Leo.

      I’m the one who strategizes and keeps his mouth shut. The guy who stays five steps ahead of everyone else, so I can control the outcomes around me. My mom calls it PTSD. I call it being a leader.

      Right now, I have a lot of mental plans to reconfigure. I need to figure out how to protect an unwilling bride. I’ll have to control her to keep her safe, but I have a feeling she’ll fight me tooth and nail.

      My brain flashes to installing her permanently in the house dungeon.

      Yes, we have a dungeon downstairs. It’s why Baranov House is known on campus as the Gulag. Rumors about it are wild, and I encourage all of them. Some say it’s a bratva torture chamber–the place we bring our enemies to exact revenge.

      Others know–it’s a sex club.

      We almost never allow outsiders to enter it, which raises the mystique of the house to epic levels. Nearly every partygoer here spends the entire time trying to get invited downstairs. That’s what enables me to charge exorbitant amounts of money to people
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