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      I used to think I’d die before reaching twenty. Maybe I’d overdose on something? More realistically, I’d wind up stabbed to death by some shady-ass john.

      Fairytales with shitty endings appeal more to me, anyway. The real Little Mermaid turned to dust in the end, and Snow White got buried in a glass box, all without getting the prince. I’m definitely not some fairytale princess—far from it, in fact. But maybe, just once, I want to know what it feels like. To dare to dream for something more than the inevitable unhappy ending. To want something so badly that you’d die for it.

      After all, I’ve already killed for less.

      “What are you thinking?”

      The question rumbles against my eardrum. When I don’t answer fast enough, warm lips part against the nape of my neck, releasing nipping teeth that demand obedience.

      Answer me.

      “S-something stupid,” I croak, remembering where I am. Not a storybook setting, but a devil’s lair. Black sheets conform to my exhausted form, soaking up sweat.

      I risk looking over my shoulder from behind a fringe of my matted hair. A predator lies beside me, his skin glistening with sweat. Pale moonlight streams in through the window, casting him in a silver glow. If I squint and ignore the stench of salt in the air…

      This moment could be normal pillow talk. How people in those shitty rom-com movies act after sex. Panting and still with limbs that almost touch.

      One of those people wouldn’t be bleeding though. They’d probably be closer in age, too. Not to mention, there wouldn’t be a body in the foyer of their fancy high-rise—no, that would be a whole different genre. The kind in which the lead actor utilized a whip, left discarded somewhere on the floor.

      “Kotyonok.” Maxim’s tone snaps me back to the present. I’ve kept him waiting for a response for too long.

      “Nothing,” I say finally, licking my bitten, sore lips. “I’m thinking of a stupid game I used to play.”

      Or one my siblings and I used to, anyway. Proposing hypothetical wishing scenarios only poor brats could envision. Like: Would you ever kill a man? Or: What would you do with a million dollars, Frankie? For shits and giggles, we’d add a downside, just to make it harder to answer. Hey, Frankie, what would you do if you committed murder with a man who had a million dollars?

      Well…

      I’d probably be in bed with said chiseled Adonis who seemed to own the whole fucking world. He’d have blond hair. Wild strands of it might fall across his forehead, casting a shadow over his piercing gaze. One look and my heart would clench as if jolted by a defibrillator. Zap! It’s pathetic to admit, but only he would have that kind of power over me.

      I’d let him have it.

      Being so close to him would sting—worse than any bruise or cut I could ever inflict on myself. At least a knife would have a human impulse controlling it. Logic. Mercy.

      But he wouldn’t.

      He’d be different. A beautiful, soulless contrast of ivory and shadow. All mine and yet so far out of reach. But, like the idiot I am, I’d forget that. Just for a second. I’d stare, eyeing the contours of his jaw in search of a hint of softness.

      Maybe I’d find some, right there lurking within dark irises. I’d reach for it, my fingertips grazing flesh and muscle. Then he’d open his mouth and say…

      “You slept.” His voice resonates through my skin, his breath hot on my shoulder. “The first night I killed, I didn’t.”

      I stiffen at the reminder, and then my hand falls to the sheets beneath us. Blood, violence, death. The memories circle my brain, forming a tornado of panic that almost drags me under—almost.

      Like a good dealer, he already has another dose of my chosen poison on hand to keep me afloat. Rather than a bite or pinch, my antidote lurks in more violence, uttered like a bedtime story.

      “I was a child then, the first time. My father would beat my mother, you see.” His tone is so casual that he could be talking about the weather. Not death. “It was common among them,” he adds. “His brothers. His father. It was even expected that I should hit her, should the feeling strike me to.” He blows out a sigh that ruffles my hair. “But she was kind. Gentle. She barely raised her voice to him, and yet he would attack her just because the wind was blowing. There was no reason. No purpose. He just could.”

      His confession puts everything he’s done to me in a newer context. The contracts. The safe words. Each layer is constructed to differentiate his preferences from those of an abusive prick. To prove to himself: I’m not like him.

      Maybe it’s enough of a difference. Or a lie. The same one I tell myself every damn day: I’m not like Melanie. I whore because I have to. I steal, cheat, lie, and fuck—all because I need to.

      Like that makes it any better.

      Like that makes it any easier to look at myself in a mirror.

      “One night,” Maxim continues, “he stormed into the house in a rage and struck her once. Just once, but she died instantly. Brain hemorrhage. Even as a child, I knew what he’d done. How little he cared in the aftermath—he kicked her when she didn’t get up. Then he poured himself a scotch and headed up to bed, muttering how he’d make her pay in the morning. So I followed him.” He remains silent for so long that I start to think he won’t finish. Finally… “I don’t even remember what I called him. He turned around and struck me across the face. In retaliation, I pushed him. He didn’t die instantly, not like her. He was still alive, howling at the bottom of the stairs. He’d struck his head, but not hard enough to kill him. So I took a poker from the fireplace…”

      Oh god. I squeeze my eyes shut as if the pathetic act can stop my brain from conjuring an image to match his tale. “Why are you telling me this?”

      He sighs, breathing out harshly against my spine as I open my eyes again. “So that you will understand. Contracts aside, I am who I am. This.” He raises his hand, extending each finger as though his true nature is tattooed on each knuckle. “I will never hide this part of myself from you.”

      From someone else, I think the confession would sound romantic. Out of his mouth, it’s a terrifying promise.

      And he makes me chase it, staying silent until I ask, “What happened next?”

      “I spent days in that house alone with their bodies. My grandfather was the one who found me. Found his son. I was afraid.” No one would ever guess as much now. His voice lacks any true definition—just hoarse, emotionless words. “In my family, you can kill and abuse anyone but blood. The penalty is worse than death. But rather than punishment, he gave me my absolution: I was to head the division of the syndicate my father had. My family had a long heritage in running guns in and out of Russia, along with gambling. Overnight, I was given control of it all, with the same punishment my father faced should I fail: death. I was ten years old.”

      Heat prickles behind my eyes. Blinking doesn’t push the tears back, and for the millionth time this week alone, I’m fucking crying. I can’t stop it. In a way, I don’t want to stop it. The moisture spilling down my cheeks tethers me to reality, far away from the twisted past he’s reliving.

      But not for long.

      “I was weak,” he says, continuing the thread of this fucked-up fairytale. “I still mourned my mother. Wept for her. And my grandfather was not pleased. To him, my actions were pathetic. He feared that I would never grow into a man. That I was too soft. Nothing should matter more to a man than his name. No one else. In his mind, he only saw one way to ‘cure’ me of those instincts.”

      His hand drifts down his torso to the edge of the binder shielding his stoma.

      No. I’m holding my breath. My lungs are screaming for air, unable to take any in until he finally delivers the final piece of his story.

      “He hired men,” he says into my shoulder.

      A sharp pain makes me jump: He bit me, giving us both a dose of the drug we’ve come to crave—but this time, it’s not enough. I’m in the void with him, sucked into the past, forced to relive his horror to the very end.

      “A group of them. To teach me why it would not be in my best interest to continue acting ‘like a faggot,’ as he put it.”

      Oh god.

      I can’t. I shake my head and then push him off. Away. In a rush of unfurling limbs, I try to crawl to the end of the bed, but he catches me, fisting his hand in my hair.

      “I learned the truth about pleasure and pain that night, kotyonok,” he says in a chilling monotone. It’s like once he’s started talking, he can’t stop. “You can never have one without the other, and I ensured that I would never be on the losing end again. I came to America. I built my own corner of our empire with my own fucking hands. I found people I could share it with.”

      He doesn’t mean a family. Something more. I think of the British man, and Lucius, and the aura he’s cultivated in his club. He built a new life.

      “But you. I never planned for you.”

      Hot, searing pain splashes across my scalp as he yanks on my hair, drawing me into him.

      “You are disgusted,” he says, but he doesn’t sound angry. Just resigned.

      I crane my neck and find his mouth twisted into that terrifying emotion: confusion. His fingers trace my jaw as he studies my expression: my gaping mouth, my weeping eyes and what I know he finds in them.

      Pity would be one thing, but this is different, unlike any agony he could ever dish out with a belt or his teeth. Something deeper than physical pain—it’s understanding.

      And it’s fucking horrifying to feel it for someone like him. To feel it at all.

      “I’m so sorry,” I blurt as his frown deepens. “I’m so sorry—”

      “Sorry?” Darkness clouds his gaze, and my heart sputters to a stop in my chest. When he reaches out, I’m frozen solid, but his fingers merely graze the length of my chin, tilting my face toward his. “One would think that, by now, you would stop surprising me, kotyonok,” he says. Then he rolls toward his edge of the bed and stands. “I want you to answer this question honestly: Do you trust me?”

      “W-what?”

      “Trust,” he snarls. “Do you know what it means?”

      “I…”

      I don’t. Trust—that’s a make-believe concept. I grew up being taught over and over that you only had one bitch on your side: the same one you saw in the mirror.

      No one else was needed.

      But him…

      I know the word I want to say. I try to spit it out, but my brain scrambles it, turning the answer into something else. “I don’t know.”

      Maxim nods. He’s already dressed, and one of his hands dips into his pocket and withdraws a familiar object tucked into his palm: a knife. He flexes his wrist, springing the blade to its full length.

      “My family thrives on ‘trust,’” he says, mutilating the word like it’s some sick inside joke. “On honor. Obedience. I am expected to follow any command given to me. No questions asked. No hesitation. Could I expect the same from you?” He takes a step in my direction, sending every muscle in my body into a frenzy. “The will to let me approach you with this blade and not so much as flinch because you trust whatever I will do with it. To you. Could you give me that?”

      He smiles when I don’t answer: a dangerous flash of teeth. “Stay here,” he says, changing the subject. “I need to clean.”

      I swallow hard. Clean. In other words, remove the body. I can smell it from here, lingering beneath the musk of sex. Blood. Death…

      “Get some rest, kotyonok.”

      When he leaves this time, there’s no uncertain anticipation of what he might do next. I know: He’ll come back.

      And for whatever insane reason…I’ll be here.
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      “Trusting” begins with a simple lesson, more basic than any so far. Wake up in his arms, breathing in his scent: a giant who holds me like a doll he doesn’t want to break. Yet. The moment he senses I’m awake, his grip tightens, trapping me here. Beneath him. Beside him. Possession laces his touch, but it feels different from before.

      My old collar was leather and gold, but this time…

      Secrets bind me to him, forming a noose around my throat—one I’ll never be able to remove. I can only endure it. Feel his skin molded against mine, sinew and muscle coiled with enough strength to kill. Take in everything Maxim Koslov has to offer…

      And not flinch.

      I last two seconds—the longest stretch I’ve ever gone with him. When I finally react, he pulls away and stands.

      “Get up.” After crossing over to a dresser, he removes a crisp white shirt and a pair of black slacks from it. “Up, kotyonok,” he warns, frowning. I haven’t moved. “As much as I’d love to punish your insolence—” His eyes rake over me and his tongue traces his bottom lip. Meeting my gaze, he sighs. “I’m taking you home.”

      Home. A part of me recoils even as I scramble upright. I can’t imagine stepping foot back in the fucking shack again. The one place where I’m easy bait for Melanie the next time she comes knocking.

      “Not there,” he says as if reading my mind. “I’m taking you home.”

      The subtle inflection in his tone adds a terrifying new connotation to that word.

      “What about my siblings?” It hits me that I don’t have any idea where they are now. At the hotel? Somewhere else? My throat constricts. How could I have been so fucking selfish? “Where are they?”

      “Safe,” Maxim says. His tone paired with the knowing gleam in his gaze gives me an idea that he’s handled it, taking all decisions right out of my hands.

      Should I feel insulted? Petrified?

      Still numb from last night, I can’t decide. Absolution is a funny fucking thing in practice. It takes something more than the submission he craves—it takes desperation. I could fight back against his smooth insertion into my life or demand to know more.

      Or I could say that fucking safe word and end it all now.

      And he wants me to. That is why he’s taking his time unfurling his shirt and pulling his pants on, waiting for the exact second I’ll challenge him. When that moment never comes, he stands, fully dressed, his head cocked slightly to the side.

      “Get dressed,” he says and I lurch from the sheets and stagger to my feet.

      He follows when I head toward my room, lurking in my wake. A glance down the hallway reveals that the center of the foyer is pristine, free of blood. Terror seeps in for a brief second, rooting me in place. My hand trembles, and for a moment, I let myself relive it.

      The lack of resistance after the bone was crushed. The rusty smell of his blood painting my skin. The life draining from his eyes…what was left of them.

      “Kotyonok.” Maxim’s hand lands on my shoulder, nudging me into the room down the hall from his. “Come.”

      With him in tow, I approach the closet and observe the clothing within. I don’t even put up the pretense of choosing an item on my own. Sure enough, he reaches around me and flips through an array of hangers before settling on a black dress with a lacy collar. I start to pull it on, but he stops me, running his hand across my cheek.

      “I need to wash you.”

      My stomach churns as I follow his gaze downward. My rust-colored hands reinforce a grim reality: I’m still covered in blood. So is he, though he doesn’t seem bothered by the faint red streaks along his jaw.

      In my bathroom, he guides me into the tub and washes me with his usual hyper-focused attention. My legs garner most of his care. He wrings the cloth directly over the worst of the cuts marring the pale skin—a savage array of lacerations on my inner thigh.

      Reading the name they form over and over to myself doesn’t make the ownership sink in.

      Only when he roughly drags his thumb over an open wound do I feel the tug of that invisible chain.

      You were made for me.

      Once I’m finally dressed, he leads me to the front of the suite.

      “I’ve had your belongings moved to a new location,” he admits, confirming my suspicion: the home he referred to isn’t the shitty two-story dwelling in Horn Hill that I’ve busted my ass all these years to protect.

      Wherever he’s taking me is a new realm. His.

      My lips part, though I’m not sure why. Maybe I’ll gather up the nerve to ask him more? Any words die in my throat as a buzzing tone draws his attention, and he withdraws a cell phone from his pocket.

      “What?” he snarls, pressing the receiver near his ear. Whatever he hears from the other end makes his eyes dart in my direction, his jaw clenching. “No. I didn’t know he was in town. Fuck—I’ll be there.” He shoves the phone into his pocket and heads for the sculpting room. “Go. Lucius will meet you out front. I’ll join you later tonight.”

      It’s funny. His tone is as cold and measured as always, but he’s switched again, shedding any resemblance to the man who held me throughout the night. My brain processes his transformation in mockingly slow motion. How his eyes lose what little light they had. His mouth twists into that stern, haunting frown next. He’s Mr. Hyde in the blink of an eye.

      When I don’t move, he jerks his chin toward the door. “I said go.”

      As expected, Lucius meets me in front of the building. Rather than head for Horn Hill or the hotel, his driver takes us to a townhouse in an upscale section of town, not too far from the high-rise. A block away, to be exact. It’s a gated community right in the heart of Vermillion Heights—one of the most expensive sectors in the city. At first, I assume that Maxim wanted some other errand run first, but no. This is “home”—and it is way too much: an extravagant dollhouse fit for a toy.

      “Here it is,” Lucius announces as the car pulls into the driveway.

      All I can do is stare. Overall, the house is made of stone, three stories tall, with old-fashioned fixtures. It’s slightly beyond Maxim’s sleek, modern style—more classic. It’s beautiful. It’s impossible. It’s borrowed.

      I tell myself that as I unbuckle my seat belt and step out of the car. When I see the house up close, my internal musing slips out. “He can’t be serious.”

      “This way, miss,” Lucius prods, as unshakably calm as always.

      Shaking my head, I follow him up a path leading to the front door. Before Lucius can even knock, a beaming blond opens it and introduces herself as “Nancy,” the new au pair. At my confused glance, Lucius shrugs—the most casual act I’ve seen from him yet.

      “Mr. Koslov spared no expense in assuring that your family would be well taken care of,” he explains.

      What exactly that means remains to be seen.

      The moment we step over the threshold, I hear screaming.

      “Ainsley?” I rush toward the sound, but before panic can even set in, I register the scene unfolding in front of me: Ainsley and Eric are wrestling in the middle of a breathtakingly huge living room with a real fucking fireplace. The older kids are lounging on leather couches. When they see me, it’s a stampede, and I’m suffocated beneath hugs and a million fucking questions.

      “Frankie, what’s going on?”

      “What is this place?”

      “Is this all ours?”

      Rather than answer them, I shrug and force my lips into the shadow of a smile. “Can I have a tour?”

      Ainsley takes charge to lead me through the house. It’s huge. They each have their own bedroom, and I can’t ignore the knowing shiver that runs down my spine once I see the décor of each one.

      He knew—Maxim. He knew that Ainsley likes pink and Daisy prefers purple. He knew which room to supply with Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles sheets and who to equip with an enormous dollhouse.

      All of it feels too carefully catered to detail to seem accidental. No, he researched me. My life. My family.

      And he chose a place Melanie will never be able to sneak her way into.

      “Are you all right, miss?” Lucius asks once we return to the foyer.

      “Yeah,” I lie. My heart is racing, my palms slick. I’m not okay. Fear is a new kind of poison dripping through my veins. It doesn’t make my thoughts feel any clearer. I’m just on edge.

      As Maxim warned me himself, there was only ever one winner of the game.

      So when is he going to finally pull the trigger?

      All I can do is hope that the bullet comes before I get used to this. Before I get even more stupid—let my guard down any further.

      I rarely pray, but here goes it: Please, God, let him end this before this goes too far.

      Before I forget that this was only ever a game.
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      Maxim doesn’t arrive until after sunset, but the sound of him prowling across the foyer contrasts sharply with childish shrieks and bits of laughter drifting from the living room behind me.

      I race to meet him, and my heart goes haywire as I watch him dominate the doorway. His shoulders are back, his posture neutral. If I didn’t know any better, he could be a kind neighbor welcoming a new family into town.

      Not the devil who owns me, body and soul.

      “Stay,” he says when I start for the door. “We’re having dinner here tonight.”

      “W-what?” By the time I finally remember how to move, he’s already halfway across the room. “Wait—”

      “Who’s at the door?” Ainsley demands, her cherub face peeking from around the doorway to the living room.

      Oh god.

      A suffocating pins-and-needles feeling comes over me as I observe Maxim towering over her tiny frame. When she spots him, she creeps to my side, her arms like iron bars around my waist.

      “I’m a friend of your sister’s,” Maxim says, but there is a noticeable difference in how he responds to her versus me. For one, a warm smile unfolds over his mouth and his eyes lose a bit of their natural ice. When he sinks to one knee, I nearly jump out of my skin—but he only extends his hand, his expression one of pure charm. “I am very pleased to meet you.”

      Ainsley, who’s painfully shy around strangers on a good day, manages to smile back. She even shakes his massive hand with one of her own.

      Score one Maxim Koslov.

      I watch awkwardly, unsure of what to do. “Should…should I give you a tour?” I ask as Maxim rises to his full height.

      “No.” Shaking his head, Maxim advances down the hall with an unnerving familiarity. “I’m sure dinner is ready.”

      “Dinner?” I ask, creeping in his wake, Ainsley in tow.

      He must have called ahead. Planned this. The table in the dining room is already set for eight—by Nancy, I suspect. I hadn’t even noticed.

      After a whirlwind moment of introductions, I find myself shoved into a chair while all six kids take turns shouting over each other in a battle to narrate their week. What a difference a few fucking days of security can make. It’s almost like we’re a normal family for once.

      There are no requests for new shoes or field trip dues. Just “I made a friend at the new school. Her name is Suzie.”

      “I actually passed a damn test.”

      “You look tired, Frankie. You look so tired…”

      Alone, I’d have to fend the questions off by myself. Laugh on cue, smile, pretend. That was the price of security in the old days. I smothered my yawns of exhaustion and took one for the team. I sacrificed, even if it meant lying.

      I’m not tired. The words are on my tongue, but for the first time ever, someone beats me to the punch.

      “I am terribly sorry to have kept your sister away,” Maxim says, his voice smooth and self-assured. “I’ve been keeping her busy these past few weeks.”

      Considering his sleek, black business shirt, red tie, and slacks, he resembles the type of man who might mean those words in the platonic sense only.

      God, how appearances can be deceiving.

      “She works for you?” The question comes from Mikie. His eyes are sharp, resembling how I guess I did whenever Melanie brought a new patsy around.

      I don’t know whether to panic or be proud. My heart is a swollen ball of nerves exploding in my chest.

      “Yes,” Maxim replies without missing a beat. Seated beside me, he dominates this section of the table, dwarfing me and Daisy, who is sitting on the other side of him. Though his blond hair may be neatly slicked back and his hands free of blood, he’s imposing.

      I can’t ignore the way the kids are mysteriously quieter around him, either. It’s like they can sense what I would have in their place.

      Nothing about this man broadcasts normal.

      But, as if to prove me wrong, he shifts in his seat and his bulk suddenly seems less intimidating and more ungainly. The smile he’s wearing helps. A little. To someone on the outside looking in, the expression might seem friendly. To me, it’s a warning.

      The scary part? I’m not sure of what. His glance in my direction conveys a silent message: Relax.

      “Is it illegal?” Mikie demands, placing both hands flat against the table. Good boy. Stupid boy.

      I try to meet his gaze. Shake my head. I’d be giving myself away, but what the fuck does stealth matter now? I know what happens when Maxim is pushed too far. The thought of him going at my brother with one of the polished steak knives from the table steals my breath away and my eyes dart to the door.

      “Would your sister participate in anything illegal?” Maxim wonders.

      His voice is neutral enough to draw a nervous laugh from the others, and the sound simultaneously drowns out my gasp as his hand settles over the small of my back. Thick fingers caress my spine, imparting a simple message: I told you to relax.

      The room spins as a new voice joins the fray, announcing dinner. A maid? Whoever she is, she’s smiling, but her pretty face drifts in and out of focus as she places a platter of food at the center of the table.

      The kids attack in a blur of flying plates and silverware, and the chaos provides enough cover to disguise the warm lips that graze the side of my neck.

      “Breathe. As I told you once before, I will not hurt them.”

      I didn’t realize just how much I needed that reassurance. Some of the tension leaves
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