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Chapter One

 


Katya Kotov woke up, gasping. Fear gripped
her heart captive. Sweat covered the back of her
nightgown, and darkness
engulfed her. She thought she was back in that tiny, confined
space, unable to do anything as the screams of her brothers, then
her of mother, filled her ears.

Someone opened her bedroom door. A crack
of light appeared, and a
small face peered at her.

Seeing her daughter reminded Katya she was
no longer that
frightened and helpless girl. A two-decade-old nightmare shouldn’t
be able to affect her this much. She was stronger now and no longer
alone.

Twenty years ago, Katya lost her entire
family in a single night filled with bloodshed and violence. Since
then, she gained a new
family. A daughter. Two overprotective adoptive brothers. Then
there was Aleksander … except Katya couldn’t figure out where he
fit in the picture.

“Mama?” Anya asked.

Katya turned on the lamp next to the bed
and patted the empty space next to her. Anya wiggled in the comforters.

“Can’t sleep?” Katya asked her.

Anya nodded and reached for the TV remote on
the bedside table. She looked to Katya for confirmation before
turning it on.

“Just this one time, okay?”

Anya nodded eagerly. Katya didn’t even mind when Anya turned
the volume up. Watching the rainbow-colored ponies prance on the
screen while she cuddled with her daughter provided her with the
distraction she needed.

The nightmares always got worse this time
of the year. July 15th.
Tomorrow marked the anniversary of her family’s
massacre.

Anya was only three. She still didn’t understand why her
mother would bring her year after year to the gravestones of
complete strangers. Katya intended to continue this tradition until
her daughter was old enough to understand where she came
from.

Her phone beeped on the nightstand. Katya told the rest of the
Family not to disturb her when it was no longer office hours, but
she made an exception for Viktor or Pavel. They weren’t just her
adoptive brothers. Viktor was the Pakhan of the Kotov Bratva after
all, and Pavel was his second-in-command. She unplugged her phone
from the charger and picked it up.

It wasn’t either of her brothers, but a
text from Aleksander. He’d just gotten home. Katya checked the
time. 4:00 AM. That was
late, even for him.

Aleksander: I’ll see you and Anya at the
cemetery.

Katya: That’s not necessary. We’ll be fine on our
own. You need to catch up on your sleep.

Aleksander: I’ll be there.

There was no arguing with Aleksander once
he made up his mind. She’d known him for as long as her brothers. Aleksander’s family
had served the Kotovs for two generations, and they excelled at one
thing. Cleaning up messes. Had his current assignment been too much
for him to handle?

Aleks was supposed to be hunting down a
loose thread, Vaughn Greene, a hitman for a rival crime family. After Pavel killed the
don of the Romano family, their group disbanded, but Greene
remained at large. If there was one thing Aleks possessed in
abundance, it was pride.

Aleks presumed the reason the two of them
would never work was
because Katya refused to date someone from the Bratva. That if she
ever thought to settle down, she’d want a normal man. One whose
hands had never been stained with blood. He was wrong. There might
be an undeniable spark between them. Aleks had often starred in her
erotic fantasies but … Aleks was too reckless. He always had a
death wish. She once told him his pride and stubbornness would lead
to his downfall. He only laughed that off.

Soft snores made her look at Anya. Her
daughter had fallen asleep. Go figure. Katya gently pried the remote from her small hands
and turned the TV off. She lifted the comforter over their bodies.
Katya shut her eyes, but sleep still eluded her. She lay there,
wide awake even as her phone alarm went off. Sighing, Katya dragged
herself out of bed, taking the device because she kept her phone
with her at all times. She’d make breakfast and let Anya sleep a
little longer.

She padded out her bedroom and headed to
the kitchen, where she
made waffles, and the smell drew Anya to the kitchen. Anya rubbed
her tired eyes as she took a seat at the counter. Sometimes, Aleks
joined them, and Katya found herself missing his presence in the
kitchen. Despite his profession, Aleks was good with kids, with
Anya in particular.

Katya set Anya’s plate in front of her. “How many strawberries?
Four?”

“Five!” Anya exclaimed.

The doorbell rang. Wondering who it was, Katya walked to the
front door. Maybe it was Aleks, who decided to surprise them after
all. She tried to hide her disappointment as she opened the
door.

“Yegor, I told Viktor I didn’t need extra security,” she said.
Katya was used to being followed by Viktor and Pavel’s men. Being
part of the Kotov Bratva meant she and Anya would never be safe,
but couldn’t Katya ask for some privacy one day in a
year?

“Sorry, Katya,” the older man said with a shrug. “Just
following Viktor’s orders.”

Knowing Yegor recently just had knee
surgery, she opened the door wider. Yegor’s wife wouldn’t
appreciate it if Katya let her husband wait outside her
apartment building.
Katya’s job was to put out fires in the Family, after all, not
create more.

She sighed. “You might as well come in while
I sort things out with Viktor.”

“Don’t mind if I do. Is that waffles I
smell?” he
asked.

“It is. I made plenty,” she said.
Yegor lumbered in.

Katya hesitated. She had the strange sensation someone was
watching her. She was paranoid and extra careful by nature—she had
to be, considering it wasn’t just her own life she had to worry
about. Anya was an unexpected treasure. Her ex would call her an
accident but to Katya, Anya was a light in her dark world. Katya
would do anything in her power to keep Anya safe.

She gave the corridor another sweeping
glance. Huh. Must be her imagination. She shut the door and found
Yegor chatting with an
animated Anya. Katya dialed Viktor’s number.

“Katya? Hold on a second.” It was Ava,
Viktor’s wife, who had answered his phone. Katya heard Ava calling
for Viktor in the background.

“Did something happen?” came Viktor’s familiar gruff
voice.

Knowing Viktor was busy, she cut to the chase. “I don’t
need the extra security. Aleksander is accompanying Anya and me to
the cemetery.”

“After the injuries he sustained? I doubt
he’ll be able to do a good job of protecting you and Anya.”

“Injuries?” Anger flared inside Katya. This wasn’t the first time
Aleks made light of his injuries. She let out a huff of
frustration. “Fine. Then Anya and I will be fine on our
own.”

“No. You’ll take Yegor. You’ll barely
notice he’s there.” Viktor’s voice brooked no argument. No matter what Katya said
next, Viktor wouldn’t change his mind.

“Fine,” she grumbled.

Viktor sighed on the other end. “Katya, do
not be stubborn about this. I don’t need to remind you the Family
has many enemies.”

“I know,” she interjected.

She knew Viktor’s decision was for the best, but she didn’t
need to be happy about it. Maybe her annoyance with Aleks was
seeping in. Viktor ended the call, probably having decided the
conversation was over.

They finished breakfast. Katya convinced
Anya to take a bath without much fuss. Anya probably sensed the serious mood.
Children could be amazingly perceptive at times, Katya mused. Once
Anya was dressed, the three of them headed to the cemetery. Anya
grew less chatty as they arrived at the gravestones of her
family.

Katya had lost her faith in religion since the night of the
massacre. Nonetheless, she said, “May your souls find rest, Papa,
Mama, Andrei, Oleg, and Semyon.”

Anya closed her eyes and put her hands
together. Katya bent down and gave her daughter a kiss
on her cheek. If her
mother and brothers were alive, they’d fawn over Anya. Not that
Anya didn’t receive plenty of attention from Viktor and Pavel.
Katya used to be so angry all the time when she’d been a teenager.
As an adult, she’d learned to count her blessings. She fussed with
the ribbon on Anya’s hair.

“We’re done here,” she told both Anya and
Yegor.

“You sure you don’t want to stay a little
longer?” Yegor asked
kindly.

Katya shook her head. As they returned to
the parking lot, Katya still couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. By whom?
After Anya got in the back seat, she looked around the cemetery.
There were few cars present in the lot. An elderly man helped a
woman Katya assumed to be his wife, out of their car. A
groundskeeper swept fallen leaves just beyond the
couple.

“What’s wrong?” Yegor asked, also looking
around.

“Nothing,” she said with a shake of her head.

Her lack of sleep was just
affecting her brain. That was
all. Katya joined her daughter in the backseat, then figured out
what kind of text she wanted to send to Aleks.

Didn’t he promise they’d be truthful to
each other? They were friends, right? Why would he neglect to tell
her how badly he was
hurt? Did he get the medical attention he needed?

Katya made up her mind. After
dropping Anya at her preschool,
she’d pay the stubborn man a visit and maybe give him a talking
to.


Chapter Two

 


Aleks groaned as he fumbled for his
phone under his pillow.
He swore when he saw the time.

“Shit,” he grumbled. Aleks should have been
at Katya’s place two
hours ago. The painkillers the Family doctor made him take last
night turned out to be more effective than he thought. How could he
explain himself to Katya?

Gritting his teeth, he hobbled out of bed.
Pain shot from the gunshot wound in his shoulder. Dr. Stalinsky, the doctor on call for
the Family, told him he’d be better off going to the hospital.
Aleks stubbornly refused. He’d taken worse hits than this, except
the doctor curtly remind him that Aleks wasn’t as young anymore.
While Aleks kept his body in top shape, he was also nearing
forty.

Someone rang the doorbell. He told Viktor
he needed some downtime. Was it someone from the Family
checking up on him? Damn
it. Aleks hated it when he couldn’t finish a job. It just didn’t
sit right with him. Aleks prided himself on being a professional,
and yet, Vaughn Greene managed to slip under his nose twice
now.

One of these days, a faster and
younger opponent would
corner him. Aleks would die in some dirty alleyway, bleeding out to
death. The same way his father and grandfather went. A noble end,
but lately, Aleks had started to imagine a different future. A
bright and hopeful one where he came home after a violent day to
the arms of the woman he loved. Damn Viktor and Pavel. Their
marriages to their wives put this absurd idea in Aleks’s
head.

For some unknown reason, fate granted two
of the most vicious men Aleks had known sweet and innocent women who’d help balance all
the darkness in their lives. Aleks thought Ava and Marina would
change Viktor and Pavel. He was wrong. Having a family and a wife
to care for evened out Viktor’s and Pavel’s tempers. Could the same
work for him?

Katya wasn’t exactly warm or fluffy.
Despite her horrific past, she turned out fierce and beautiful. Too
bad she put up so many
walls around her heart that only a brave or foolish man would
attempt to climb over them. Trying to court her would be like lying
in a bed of thorns. He chuckled to himself. Too bad Katya made it
clear far too many times that the two of them would never work—but
what did she know?

Aleks never let rejection stop him before.
He didn’t have a problem winning over women
either, but Katya had
always been the exception. Special. Not for the likes of
him.

The doorbell rang again. Aleks let loose a creative string of
curses. By some miracle, he made his way to the door. He yanked it
open without seeing who it was. Not the smartest idea. His list of
enemies was long.

Katya stood outside his door, looking
maddeningly beautiful and
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