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CHAPTER ONE
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Miami, Florida 2013

Peter stopped the Jeep, blinked a couple of times, then cursed under his breath. Damn, he barely noticed that he arrived. His body ached. His mind completely shot. Yet he somehow managed to park the Jeep in front of his house. He remained inside the car, drained and frozen.

Totally battered. 

Totally wrung out. 

Totally disgusted. 

Like he lost a few rounds to a heavyweight champion. 

The long flight from California to Florida left him jittery and deflated at the same time. And if that wasn’t enough, a major headache, compliments of his compounded stress, announced its grand appearance. 

Fuckin-fantastic.

This trip turned into a doozy. With a capital D. A funeral, not by a long shot his favorite pastime, always made him edgy and ill at ease. But the funeral of his grandmother... To call it a nerve-wracking event—an understatement of the freaking century. And not because he loved the woman or harbored a morsel of regret for her demise. Never a hypocrite, Peter didn’t even pretend to grieve. 

The doctors were amazed you hung on so long. Eighteen years, a first in San Francisco medical history. Dr. Frank’s partner wants to write a paper on your case and publish it. 

Peter pressed the button to lower his side window not sure if he should look up at the cloudless blue sky or down at the gray dirt along his cobblestone drive. He shook his head because none of it mattered, he was going to say what was in his heart. He raised his hand in a toast, pretending he held his grandmother’s favorite crystal glass filled with cold vodka.

“Here’s to you, Grandmother, your Royal Highness Elizabeth, you were too damned evil to die, but now you’ll forever be remembered because of it.”  

He flung his hand out the window as if smashing the fragile piece onto the drive, relieved as the hatred he’d lived with for so many years seeped from his soul.

His thoughts turned back to the service. Meeting his sister after seven years of separation proved to be the hardest thing he had ever done. 

Dammit all to hell and back.

He scanned the front of the house, then dragged his gaze toward the flowerbeds. And winced. Almost smothered by weeds. Bastards grew up like maniacs. Tall and dense, they seemed to grin maliciously, daring him. With more resignation than heat Peter swore under his breath. He needed to take a couple of days off work. If for nothing else but to revive his plants. His small garden looked downright pitiful. When he purchased this house two years ago, he started the renovations by planting the flower garden first. Zolotoe Selo, his grandmother’s estate where he spent his teenage years, boasted amazing rose gardens. The only thing he missed about that chilling, sinister place—the flowers. Thankfully, they flourished, despite Elizabeth’s long illness. Why his bitch of a grandmother refused to let them die, presented a mystery. She managed to destroy everything else around her—lives, hopes, relationships. Why did she spare the flowers? 

And why do you care?

After he left Zolotoe Selo almost eighteen years ago, Peter severed all his ties with Elizabeth Rostoff and everything connected to her. The woman was toxic. Evil. She caused his family and him enough grief to last through eternity. If not for her funeral—or rather his father’s insistence on Peter’s presence—he would never have returned to that place. He knew it would be hard, but not how hard.

The hell with it. He survived. Somehow. 

Peter winced as he looked at his struggling flowers. They didn’t deserve to die. His love and respect for all growing things remained deep and unshakable, unlike his feelings toward humans that underwent the major negative adjustment. 

Not surprising, considering all the scam he dealt with during his ten years as an FBI agent. Some cases haunted him in his sleep long after they closed. What people can do to one another! Horrible. Unbelievable. Incomprehensible. 

Torture, mutilation, molestation, to name a few. And all in the name of profit. 

Admit it, Rostoff, money rules the Universe. Always has, always will. 

He pursed his lips, frowned. 

Becoming jaded? 

Probably. Burnout? God, he really hoped not. Otherwise, he’d have to kiss the job he loved good-bye.

Peter dragged himself out of the car, groaning with each movement, then trudged toward the modest one-story bungalow he called home. He regretted not accepting his father’s offer of the private jet after the long hours on the plane crammed in the middle seat. Given his six-four height, he found it almost impossible to find a comfortable fit for his legs in a seat built for the people of average height. But, hell, he deliberately separated himself from the Rostoff & Co, and everything associated with his family wealth. Accepting the convinience of the corporate jet seemed somehow hypocritical. He had no desire whatsoever to be linked to the famous name or the company. To rely on the amenities it provided, such as comfort and luxury of a private jet? Just wrong. 

And his family discount at the Rostoff's stores? Laughable. Why would he need a discount at the world-famous jewelry chain? Peter shook his head, then stole a quick glance at the magnificent diamond he wore on his pinkie. His father's long ago birthday present. The only item from his previous life he refused to part with. 

That, and the memories. 

Resigned, Peter walked to the door, unlocked it, and stepped inside.

The tiny foyer opened to the compact living room furnished with a second-hand Italian leather sofa, a smoked glass coffee table, and an oversized Lay-Z-Boy chair, along with the housewarming present from Drew and his wife Claire, his FBI colleagues, and friends. 

The one true luxury Peter allowed himself—the Berber carpet. Plush and thick, its long silky fibers the color of burnished gold, sold him the first he laid his eyes on it. His credit card gasped with shock, but what the hell? Unable to resist, he procced with the purchase. Wasn’t he entitled to a single indulgence?

Removing the loafers and socks, Peter sunk his bare feet into the softness, curled his toes, and almost moaned with pleasure. 

Home at last.

Tempted to leave his shoes where he dropped them, Peter eyed them for a moment, then sighed. Call him ridiculous, but he wouldn’t be able to rest until all his things were in their proper places in his closet. Has he developed an OCD? 

No, I’m not a neat freak, just tidy.

Peter bent, picked up his loafers and socks, and padded to the bedroom. Once his shoes were boxed and stored on the shelve, and his dirty socks dumped into a hamper, he shrugged off his sport jacket. Impatiently, he tugged at his necktie, then dropped it on the bed. Damn, he sincerely hoped he won’t need to wear this kind of attire for a long time to come. Give him a pair of a beat-up Adidas and old Levi denims every day. Thank God, his job no longer required formal dress daily since the FBI changed their dress code to a more casual approach for agents. He managed to tolerate the necessity of a suit occasionally. Like once a month. Or better yet, once a year. How did his father endure the everyday torture for so many years remained a mystery. Peter envied him. Then again, Dmitry Rostoff happened to be made of the sterner stuff. 

He checked his answering machine once he returned to the living room. Nothing, thank God. Enormously relieved, Peter went into the smallest room he turned into an office, then checked his gun safe. He laid his right index finger onto the small screen on the door. A soft whir told him everything was in order. The lock clicked and he pulled the door open. A quick survey proved his Glock 17M and badge were just as he had left them. He pushed the door closed then turned to his desk and booted up his computer. Even though hungry, the thought of putting food into his stomach nauseated him. Exhaustion pressed on him, making every move slow and laborious. His body begged for rest; his eyelids drooped, dry and scratchy like sandpaper. But before he allowed himself the luxury of an oblivion, Peter wanted to make sure nothing urgent popped up while he remained stuck on the plane. With a click of a mouse, he opened the browser, and logged in into his secure mailbox. 

Several e-mails needed his attention. He made a quick read through and decided they could wait. Then his eyes landed on the message with the word Interpol. That one word jolted him from his semi-comatose state. Peter clicked to open it. He read it twice, then cursed. Another lead on Ernesto Gonzalez turned to be false. Shit. The familiar rush of adrenaline and anger bubbled in his blood. That cursed case haunted him day and night. Like an open wound that throbbed painfully, refusing to scab. He hated it with vengeance. He dedicated three years of his life to it. Three years of relentless efforts to catch and apprehend the animal camouflaged as a human being. And he almost succeeded. Almost being the operative word. The slime managed to slip away. 

May he rot in hell.  

Since the unsuccessful bust two weeks ago, every law enforcement agency in the USA and Interpol launched a worldwide manhunt. To no avail. 

Peter’s mood darkened. 

Where is your hidie-hole, asshole? Mexico? Argentina? 

Where, dammit?

He racked his fingernails against his scalp,  muttered a helpless oath, and let go of a breath with a loud whoosh. Every nerve in his body quivered. Impotent rage surged upward, and grabbed him by the throat. The gruesome pictures he tried to erase from his memory slammed into him with the force of a sledgehammer. Even after two weeks, the foul taste in his mouth refused to dissipate. Every case left an invisible scar on his soul, adding one more nightmare to his vast collection. Peter worked many hideous cases during his years in service, but this one trumped them all. Fresh in his memory, the grisly images were more horrific than nightmares. Even when they find and cage that animal Gonzalez, he doubted he’d be able to forget what he saw in that illegal brothel on the outskirts of Miami. Children. Violated. Drugged. Malnourished. They were just kids, the youngest barely eight years old, but their eyes! Ravaged eyes. Dead eyes. Oh, God, those dull, vacant eyes glazed with horror and resignation... 

Peter shuddered, then cursed out loud. As the Special Agent in Charge of the Sexual Crimes Investigation Unit, he dealt with sex victims on a daily basis. Mostly women, battered, abused, mistreated by husbands or boyfriends. Or pimps. 

But when the victims were children? Simply devastating. 

Impotent rage tore through him. He opened the small fridge in his office, took a bottle from the freezer, then splashed vodka into a carved glass. He gulped it in two swallows, then poured another. Alcohol burned a fiery path down to his gut. He welcomed it. His rage continued to bubble, but the drink took the edge off, and miraculously sharpened his mind. He knew he won’t be able to rest until he caught  that monster. Praying on young and poor, luring children away from their families, and selling them into a sex slavery for perverted clients. Abhorrent. Despicable. Revolting. Men like Ernesto Gonzalez were pure evil. Devil’s spawns. There should be no place for the likes of them in society. But they managed to slither in, and conduct their sick business no matter how many of them Peter’s Special Victims Bureau apprehended. Like a mythological Hydra, as soon as one head of that monster got chopped off, it sprouted another, deadlier and uglier than before. Sometimes, the battle seemed futile. 

“Dammit all to hell and back!” Before his brain registered his intention, Peter slammed the empty tumbler onto the desktop with enough force to crack the heavy crystal from bottom to rim. The sound of breaking glass failed to pacify his churning anger. 

Losing it, pal. For fuck’s sake, snap out of it!

The explosion of his infamous Rostoff temper left him deflated and miserable and shaky. With an effort, Peter bore down, took a few calming breaths. Usually, he kept a better handle on it. Usually, but not always. Cursing, he went to the kitchen, grabbed a rag from the shelf, and returned to his office. Barefooted, he carefully stepped around the few shards that landed on the floor, then cleaned up the mess. Cutting himself was the absolute last thing he needed now. He dropped the broken pieces into the trashcan. Violence never helped. On the contrary, it left him more confused. And ashamed.

Time. He just needed some time. To calm down, and regroup. And remember that the last bust happened to be a success. Not completely satisfactory, but still. They managed to find the abused children held in that hellhole, and give them back their lives and freedom. 

But their spirits were damaged forever. No matter how many hours those kids spent in a therapy, the memories of their time in the brothel will never dissipate.

Peter swore in Russian, took another glass, and filled it to the brim with vodka.  

How many other children lived in the similar nightmare?  Thousands? Millions? The sex trade enterprise flourished, spread all over the world. The FBI and Interpol did an outstanding job, but it wasn’t enough. Never enough. If not for his deep seated, unshakable belief that good always remained stronger than evil, Peter might turn his badge in. Even frustrated, he never lost hope. This case brought him closer to that invisible line between determination and defeat, but he’d be damned if he gave up. 

The image of one particular girl they saved from Gonzalez’s brothel sprang into his mind. Olesya. Barely twelve, the native of Ukraine, that girl haunted his dreams. Every time her image swam before his eyes, Peter broke in icy chills. Clad in a flimsy garish dress, with her face painted obscenely, she stood in a middle of that hellhole, detached and oddly serene. She reminded him of Botticelli’s Madonna, with her huge grey eyes and cascade of curly red hair. Peter froze when she lifted those vacant eyes and stared at him. Like in a horror movie, that heavily painted face shimmered, then faded, and another image superimposed itself on her features. 

Katie. His sister. His princess. 

Horrified, he couldn’t rip his eyes off of her.

A different shade of gray eyes, wrong color hair, wrong age.

His rational mind finally penetrated the chilling stupor.

Not Katie—Olesya.

But instead of being pacified, Peter plunged into a murderous rage. He didn’t remember what happened in the next few moments. Red mist before his eyes obliterated everything else. The wild drumming of his heart pulsed in his ears. Later he learned that it took three other fellow agents to restrain him, and prevent him from killing the handcuffed bastards with his bare hands. 

If Gonzalez had been among the arrested, he knew without a doubt that nothing— and no one— could stop him then. Consequences be damned. 

Peter swallowed the remaining vodka, contemplated another drink, but quickly rejected it. His brain became hazy, and his empty stomach refused to tolerate the alcohol abuse much longer. Time to stop. Sooner or later, he’d get his hands on the honcho bastard. Peter sincerely hoped that Gonzalez did not go down easily. 

Please, God, let him resist, and justify a bullet in the head. Or in the gut. Or any other stinking part of his body.

Because the thought of a fair trial for that animal rubbed Peter raw.

The only thing Gonzalez deserved was a slow and agonizing death. 

As a Special Agent, Peter remained bound by strict rules, and sworn to uphold the law. But, dammit, how he wished to put his hands around the bastard’s neck and squeeze the life out of him! 

Hell.

Peter fisted his trembling hands until his skin almost split. He quivered with rage, as if the beast inside of him tried to get free.

Danger, Rostoff. Get a grip.

For now, Peter managed to keep it under control. Barely. But one day, that beast will finally succeed. And then, all hell would break loose. 

He shuddered, then switched his gaze to the single picture on his desk. 
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A candid snap of a teenage girl, beautiful in her budding femininity, smiling shyly in the camera. Hair of true platinum color, a rare Nordic shade, long and silky, and eyes the color of a sky before it rained. Katie... His beautiful princess, his baby sister... No, not a baby anymore. Peter sighed. 

Ekaterina Rostoff, a famous artist, sculptor, celebrity. 

His salvation. And curse. 

Just thinking about her made his heart melt and sigh and stutter. 

And burn with shame. 

Peter lifted his hand, then dropped it down without touching her beautiful image. With a helpless oath, he turned away, pulled at his hair with both hands. Defeated, he dropped into a chair, and closed his eyes. As if conjured by his unruly imagination, her face swam before him. Peter fisted his hands. 

Dammit.  

Seeing Katie in Zolotoe Selo took a toll on him. For almost seven years, he deliberately stayed away from her, from California and his grandmother’s estate  where they grew up. If not for Elizabeth’s funeral, he would never have returned to that place. 

That estate and the monstrosity of the manor house repelled and attracted him at the same time. Two days ago, as soon as he saw it again after all these years, the memories ambushed him. Bittersweet and poignant and heartbreaking. 

It made him feel again like a lost little boy from so long ago. 

Or just yesterday? Two decades seemed to shrink to just two days. Or even minutes. His imagination played a nasty trick, as the painfully familiar face of a young woman swam before his eyes. Red curly hair, impossibly green eyes, petite frame. And the voice, deep and velvety, like raw honey drizzled over milk. Natasha. His first adolescent crush, his best friend, his second mother.

With an effort, he banished her image from his mind, shut a lid on his memories. Eighteen years ago, Natasha vanished into a thin air after accepting a hefty check from Elizabeth. She never reappeared again.

Her betrayal still hurt. It always will. He forced himself to stop wondering where she might be, or worrying if she was alright. No point to dwell on it. He wished her well.

But dammed if he was able to forget or forgive.

Even the vivid reminder of Natasha paled in comparison with meeting Katie. 

She stole his breath the very first time he saw her. Just a tiny baby, to him she seemed the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. That moment etched into his memory forever. The gazebo in his grandmother’s estate, the small cradle, and the tiny baby with a mop of a silky hair. She slept with her cherubic mouth half-open, covered in a pink blanket. And when she opened her eyes, blinked, and smiled at him, she claimed his young heart. Forever.

Almost two decades later, she still remained the most beautiful thing under the sun. And still every time she aimed her pewter eyes at Peter, his heart broke. 

Katie. His princess. His greatest joy. 

His worst nightmare.

Always brutally honest, especially with himself, Peter accepted the truth long ago: he was deeply and hopelessly in love with his sister. His half-sister, but still.

A pervert. An animal. A despicable bastard. 

He hated himself. Cursed his depravity. Like a cancerous tumor, his shame took root, spreading, metastasizing, eating him alive. But unlike cancer, his disease had no remedy. No cure. He got used to it, learned to live with it. 

Out of sheer desperation, he honed the skill of hiding his despicable feelings to perfection. Only alone, he allowed his mask to slip, and let his guard down. Like right now, tired to the bone, and more than half-drunk, and still reeling from his recent trip to San Francisco. 

From seeing Katie.

He pressed both thumbs against his eyelids until white stars exploded. He needed to rest, to forget everything, and just sleep. But he knew that as soon as he closed his eyes, the nightmares will start. 

Endless, horrific, chilling.

Peter rose from the chair, swayed, then stumbled to the bathroom, shedding his clothes along the way. He stepped inside the shower stall, then turned the faucet on. He lifted his head toward the hot spray and forced himself to endured this water torture until his skin turned angry pink. Enough punishment for one day. Shutting the water off, Peter stepped out, wrapped his hips in a towel, and padded into the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee. While his ancient machine struggled through a cycle, his eyes traveled around the kitchen. Tidy and small, but dated, it begged for some modernization. He shrugged. Some day. Maybe. Who cares?

He spent just a few hours a day at most in this house. His office at the Miami FBI building became his real home. More often than not, Peter bunked there on the couch. His only attachment to this house were flowers. And even those he managed to neglect. 

Sonafabitch.

With a vow to tend to his tiny garden tomorrow, Peter grabbed a mug from the shelve, then poured coffee to the brim. The aroma of a strong Colombian blend he preferred hit his nasal passages, clearing his head of the last debris of an alcohol infused fog. A sip later, Peter began to feel human. Almost. He dropped to the kitchen chair, drank his strong brew, and brooded.

The memories of his trip to California refused to fade. Once awakened, they swam in his head like hungry sharks. Damn. Elizabeth found a very rotten time to die. The old bitch ended up being as ornery in death as in life. Even more so. Still unsteady after the closure of his last case, Peter received the news about his grandmother’s demise. One shock came after another, ambushing him, pulling him apart from two different directions by two equally fierce powers. Wasn’t it strange that he still mourned the loss of the abused girls, but felt no grief for Elizabeth’s death? What does that say about him? 

Her Grace came across as a repulsive person, unbending, unforgiving and unkind. Difficult to live with, impossible to like. Eighteen years ago Peter learned to hate her. Unlike his father, he always suspected foul play in Natasha’s disappearance. He always blamed his dear old grandmother for orchestrating the grand event. To this day, Peter remained dead sure that Elizabeth held all the answers about that rainy November day when Natasha vanished forever. No doubt in his mind, his grandmother happened to be the reason his father’s fiancé and Katie’s surrogate mother had left them without a single word, tearing their lives apart. 

They all survived, but neither one of them remained the same after that. 

He sighed, poured himself another cup of coffee, and padded into the living room. He turned the TV to a local news channel, and watched it absently, as his mind played back the events of the past couple days.
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After receiving the news about Elizabeth’s death, Peter flew to San Francisco, the place he avoided at all cost for the last eighteen years. But the burial of one member of the Rostoff clan— and a simple decency— required his presence. 

He knew it would be difficult. He just didn’t suspect how hard. 

As soon as the golden gates to the estate loomed on the horizon, his memories pulled him into the past. As a child, he visited the place with his parents. Then, as a teenager, he lived here for six years. In his twenties, he stayed here every summer for the duration of three months. Because of Katie. 

Those visits still made him cringe.

After Natasha’s disappearance, his father relocated Katie to France. But until she turned eighteen, Dmitry shared the joined custody of her with Elizabeth. Per her stipulation, the girl must spend every summer in Zolotoe Selo without her father's supervision. Dmitry rebelled, threatening with full-blown legal battle. Elizabeth bent to meet him halfway, and allowed those visits to be under Peter's supervision. Reluctantly, his father agreed. 

All three of them have done it for Katie, but for different reasons.

Dmitry—because he loved his daughter unconditionally, and would compromise with the very devil to spare her the exposure and media circus the battle in a court between himself and Elizabeth may generate.

Elizabeth—because of her obsession with an idea of a Rostoff heiress that drove her to the end of her miserable days.

He—because... because of Katie, his little princess, the center of his world.

Peter closed his eyes and let his head drop back, sighing with resignation. 

He loved her. He loved his sister. Not like a brother, but a man.

Pervert. Degenerate. A twisted, despicable monster. 

Undoubtedly, a special place in hell happened to be reserved only for him. 

The day when he finally realized his true feelings toward Katie, he experinced mind-numbing horror. That terrible shock plunged him into an abyss of dark, deep despair he’d yet to climb his way out. Even if he spent the eternity of afterlife burning in hellfire, it would be just a tiny fraction of the punishment he deserved. 

If anyone learned the truth...

If his secret came to light, Peter won’t be able to live with himself.  

But one person had learned the truth: Elizabeth. 

Even though she never brought it in the open, her shrewd knowing gazes, her smirks, her occasional replies pregnant with double-meanings were unmistakable. Oh, the old bitch figured it out, alright. Even before he knew. Elizabeth never threatened to expose him. And that bothered Peter more. She, a notorious Grand Mistress of blackmailing, who collected the dirty secrets as other people collected stamps or art, had kept his secret, and took it to her grave. 

Why? Because she loved her grandson? Absurd. Elizabeth was incapable of loving. As far as Peter knew, she never loved anyone in her life. Despite some hushed rumors about her infatuation with her husband's nephew once upon a time, Peter truly believed that Elizabeth Rostoff never experienced any tender feelings toward anyone. She despised weakness in any form or shape. She sneered at people led by their emotions. She understood and respected one thing and one thing only: power. Obsessed with it, she thrived on controlling the lives of people around her. She lived for playing her intricate cruel games, sometimes waiting for years to make her final killing move. A true coldblooded predator. His father called Elizabeth a She-spider, but Peter begged to differ. No, his dear old grandmother reminded him of a vulture. But unlike those birds, she preferred to feed on flesh and blood. Maybe not literally, but still.

Elizabeth robbed his father of his happiness, and Katie of her mother. 

And him? What did Elizabeth rob him off? 

Only my innocence.

But in some twisted way on fate, she also made Peter into a present-day person: a warrior. 

Reserved. Detached. Determined. 

May she rot in hell, the psychotic bitch.

Sipping his lukewarm coffee, Peter mentally returned to the events of the last two days. He admitted to be thrilled to see his father, but especially Katie, who arrived from France before him. Dmitry’s hair has more silver in it than before, but otherwise he seemed the same, large, lithe, and trim, and looking like he just stepped from the cover of GQ magazine. Even though his big six-oh birthday loomed in just few months, Dmitry refused to bend under the nature toll. He ran every day, exercised, and kept a strict healthy diet for as long as Peter remembered. Although Dmitry had a lady friend for the last few years, he remained unattached. 

And Katie...

Dear Lord, how long ago since he last saw her? At the opening of her exhibit in Rome. A year and a half ago. Seemed like eternity. Seeing her across the exhibition room, dress to kill in her evening gown, all grown up and beautiful— hands down, the worst punishment he’d ever endured. Maybe flying to Italy and visiting the art gallery proved to be a mistake, but for the life of him he couldn’t miss her big event. 

Mistake? Peter snorted. How about pure torture?

Then, standing in the middle of the Palazzo Doria Pamphilj gallery, Peter stared at the woman who ripped his world apart, and shattered his heart into a million pieces. The huge crowd, the reporters, even her amazing paintings faded to nothing. He saw only her. Katie. No, not Katie anymore. Kat Rostoff, the artist, sculptor, celebrity. The most beautiful woman in the world. 

His half-sister.

When her smoky eyes focused on him, her face lit up with joy and love.

Pain, shame, regret slammed into him with force of a tornado, stopping his breath.

Before anyone had a chance to notice him, Peter hurriedly left. His mad dash to the airport went in a blur. He didn’t remember how he returned home. Then, he locked himself inside, drew all the shutters down, and drank himself to oblivion for several days.

Two days ago, when they saw each other face to face, no buffer of milling patrons or reporters stood between them. Gazing at her, a grown woman now, Peter desperately struggled to keep his mask in place. His imagination, or had Kat become even more striking? Exquisite and regal, with her long platinum hair and those unique pewter eyes, she appeared to be the epitome of a title The Rostoff Princess media bestowed upon her. But her expressive face still failed to hide her feelings. Love and joy, confusion, and sadness. The myriad of emotion played on her beloved face as she watched him in charged silence. 

Her eyes implored for the answers. Her single tear condemned him. 

Her beauty stole his breath. All woman, arresting, fascinating.

Peter cringed inwardly.

Dear God, he used to change her diapers and wipe her tears, read her bedtime stories and listen to her childish secrets. When did she stop being a child and became a woman? 

That spring in Paris, seven years ago. 

He remembered that day as clearly as it happened yesterday. Katie just turned seventeen, and Peter flew to France to celebrate her birthday. Next morning, the two of them escaped for a stroll around the city they both adored. Holding hands, they walked along the Seine, enjoying the beautiful May weather, laughing, joking. He remembered Katie asked him a question, and he turned to her to answer and.... lost his breath. He swore he heard his heart breaking in two. Something huge and warm and brilliant spread from his gut to his throat. 

Love. Need. Recognition. 

Poleaxed, he stared at her with a combination of shock and denial. 

No. No! Impossible. Unthinkable. She is my baby sister!

He never felt dirtier in his entire life. Or any more miserable.

As soon as Peter realized the true nature of his feelings for Katie, he cut all ties with his family. Without any explanation, he left the same day. It cost him dearly, but he knew it had been the only right decision. 

He must save Katie from himself.

For a long time, he refused to take any calls from her or his father. Dmitry, confused at first, soon became furious. With years, he relented, albeit grudgingly. 

But Katie... For the first time in his life, Peter deliberately hurt her. But he saw no other way. Even now, years later, he never forgave himself for causing her pain. Shocked and hurt, she tried to reach him by any available means, but he kept firm. He never returned her calls; her letters went unanswered. The bundle of them, still unopened, remained tucked in the farthest corner in his closet. His treasure. 

His punishment. A constant reminder of his guilt and his shame.

Then, one day, her desperate attempts to contact him had stopped. 

And Peter’s world turned into a self-imposed solitary confinement. 

Surely, in time Katie will forget about her prodigal brother, fall in love, and get married. He wanted her to be happy, to be loved and cherished like she deserved. To have a family. To have children. He just didn't know if he’d survived it. 

Peter swore, then lifted himself from the chair. Muting the sound on the TV, he dragged himself to the bedroom, tagged the towel off, and dropped into bed, the huge four-poster monstrosity, a housewarming gift from his father. Naked, he lay for a long time, until his cranky old AC decided to blow some cool air in the room. 

Sleep. He needed to sleep. For a couple of hours. Praying for the oblivion untainted by nightmares, Peter closed his eyes. 

As if conjured by magic, Kat’s face swam before him. Helpless to fight it, he welcomed the intrusion. 

What’s the harm? I’m not hurting anyone. 

Only himself.
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CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]


"You have two messages: one from your father, and another from that woman, Smith-Jones. Doctor Smith-Jones. She called again." Special Agent Claire Blackstone greeted Peter, her lips curved into a welcoming smile.

"Oh, yeah?" The name sounded unfamiliar. Doctor? As in medical doctor? Peter frowned. Had he missed an appointment? No, his dental cleaning was three weeks ago. Healthy and fit, Peter rarely, if ever, needed to see a doctor. His trips to a hospital usually were work related, to interview a battered victim in ER or collect evidence. 

So, who is this doctor Smith-Jones, and why she keeps calling me?

"Yeah.” Claire squinted at him with speculation in her eyes. “And refused to leave the best number for her. Again. Said that she'd try later." 

Insistent woman. 

"Well, let her." A little grumpy and annoyed, Peter shrugged. 

"Are you sick?" Clare asked after a short pause.

"No." 

Only sick to my stomach. 

Hell.

"Then why has the good doctor called you for several days? Or the keyword is, a female doctor?" 

"Hey, I don't have any incurable diseases, okay?" Peter muttered, flipping through his messages, and dismissing the good portion by throwing them into the garbage. Even though in charge of the Special Operations Unit, and as such entitled to his separate office, he preferred to share this one with his agents. His desk positioned near the window, allowed him a slightly better view, the only rank-up advantage he permitted himself. 

Claire failed to take a hint. "Okay, but ... I was wondering."

"Then stop.” It came out harsher than he intended. Dammit. Not Claire’s fault, he admitted silently.  

So, why are you behaving like a dick, Rostoff? 

He finger raked his hair with one hand, and reigned in his temper. 

“Any other news while I was gone?"

"None."

"Good. Let's get to work, then."

"Who is she, Boss? Any idea?" 

Oh, God, the woman really didn’t know when to stop.

"No, and don't call me boss. It irritates the hell out of me."

"I know." She batted her eyelashes, as a sly provocative smile spread over her striking face. Despite his mood, Peter chuckled. 

“If I wasn’t sure that you were happily married, I’d think that you’re hitting on me, Special Agent Blackstone." 

“Oh, darling, what took you so long?” Claire purred, then made a production of licking her upper lip. 

That daily ritual, comfortable and totally harmless, drew another laugh from Peter. Just a teasing between two pals, one of which happened to be a woman. Claire transferred from Chicago to his unit four years ago. At the time Peter admitted to being tempted. For about thirty seconds, that is. A stunning woman— a stunning single woman—she presented a challenge. But he stopped himself. Because it seemed wrong.

Soon, they became good, solid partners and friends. And after Peter introduced her to his best pal and IT wiz Drew Blackstone, the rest, as they say, faded into history.

Despite her petite size and elegant features, Claire could— and would— cut his dick off with a dull knife and not bat an eye if she suspected his joking presented to be anything but the meaningless jest. And then Drew, her husband and his best friend, would take over, and break every single bone in his body. 

They were the best friends a man could wish for, not to mention the best darn agents in his unit. 

Claire let out another fake purring sound, and twined her arms around Peter’s neck.

"Hands off," came a half-mocking bark from behind them. Abruptly pulled back by her husband, Claire ended up in his lap. After one hard quick kiss on the mouth, Drew pushed her off his knees, adding a sharp slap on her behind. "You have a work to do, Agent Blackstone. And you," Drew turned to Peter, pointed a finger at him, "find your own woman, Rostoff."

"That’s Special Agent Blackstone to you, buster," Claire pouted, and sauntered out of the office, rubbing her buttock.

"Damn, she's crazy about me." Drew’s smile all but lit the room.

"Yeah, yeah," Peter replied absently.

"Pete?"

"Hmm-mm?"

"How was San Francisco?"

Peter shrugged. "Rainy."

"Well, that place is famous for rain, I heard."

"Yeah, it is." 

After a long pause, Drew asked, "Is your family okay?"

"They’re fine."

"Well. I’d say I’m sorry about your grandmother’s passing, but we both know it would be a lie.” Drew happened to be the only one familiar with Peter's family history. In a highly revised edition.

"Elizabeth wasn't a person to inspire any love, so it's no wonder no one grieved. Except her butler."

Drew’s brows rose to his hairline. "Is that skunk still alive?" 

"Yes. The man has to be a hundred, the old bastard."

"Jeez, I wouldn't want to live that long. No way in hell."

"Don't worry, you won't."

Drew snorted. "Such a lovely and cheerful thing to say to your best friend. What would I do without you, partner?"

"No idea. Okay,” once again serious, Peter returned his gaze to a paperwork spread on his desk, “small talk is officially over. Back to business, partner." 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Drew knew that tone of voice. Translation: Peter had no desire to discuss anything about his recent trip and meeting the family. For as long as Drew knew him, the subject of the famous Rostoff clan fell into a taboo category. Only once, at his lowest— and half-drunk— Peter relayed some sordid details about growing up in his formidable grandmother’s estate. The death of his mother, his father’s affair that resulted in his half-sister’s existence, that vanished Russian nanny—it all sounded like a soap opera. On TV, it might keep the general public riveted to the screen. But in real life? Mindboggling. All that drama, all those emotions, and suffering. Must be stressful and devastating. No wonder his friend never talked about it. Although Drew suspected that Peter revealed just a fraction of the real story, it seemed highly disturbing. So many questions remained. 

Why is Peter estranged from his family? His decision? The mutual agreement? Or something else? 

It constantly bugged Drew, but uncomfortable and unwilling to overstep any boundaries, he never asked Peter. Some questions, he knew, were better left unanswered. 

When almost two years ago Peter took a few days off and flew to Italy, to his famous artist sister’s exhibition, both he and Claire were hopeful that it will end up in reconciliation. But they were disappointed. If anything, Peter returned more closed off than before. Since then, he never mentioned his family. 

Until three days ago. Until the death of
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