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PROLOGUE
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The Oath Beneath the Blood Moon

Seventeen years earlier

The first body Maksim Volkov found belonged to the man who had taught him how to survive.

His father lay facedown in the snow beyond the winter dacha, one hand stretched toward the iron gate. Aleksandr Volkov had been strong enough to break a man's spine with a single blow. Silver wire still circled his throat.

Maksim stopped breathing.

Around him, the Karelia forest burned red beneath the blood moon. The east wing of the dacha had collapsed. Flames climbed through the roof, carrying sparks into the black pines. Men shouted in Italian beyond the wall. A car engine roared, then faded toward the frozen road.

He should have pursued them. He was eighteen, furious, and already large enough that older wolves lowered their eyes when his temper rose.

Then someone coughed inside the house.

"Mama?"

Maksim ran through the broken door. Smoke clawed at his lungs. His mother lay near the stairs, her dark hair spread across the floor. He touched her neck and found no pulse.

A smaller hand moved beneath the dining table.

"Katya."

He dropped to his knees and dragged his sister into his arms. She was twelve, thin as a reed after a winter fever, and wearing the blue wool dress she had begged their mother to buy. Blood soaked the front of it.

"Misha," she whispered, using the childhood name no one else dared give him.

"I am here." His voice broke. "I will get Anya. I will carry you."

Katya caught his coat. Her fingers were too weak to close. "Uncle opened the gate."

A beam cracked overhead. Maksim curled around her as burning plaster fell.

"Which uncle? Katya, look at me."

Her gaze drifted toward the courtyard, where the iron gate stood wide. An Italian saint medal lay broken near the threshold, half its silver face blackened by soot.

"The bell," she breathed. "The roses. Uncle opened—"

Her body went still.

The blood moon turned the frozen lake copper. In its reflection, the burning dacha seemed to continue beneath the ice, another house trapped upside down where no one could rescue it. Maksim would dream of that second house for years, always arriving while Katya knocked beneath the surface.

Maksim called her name until part of the ceiling collapsed behind him. He carried her out through fire and laid her beside their parents. By the time the surviving Volkov guards returned, the Italian cars were gone.

One of the dead attackers wore Bellandi roses on his cuff.

Maksim closed Katya's fingers around half the broken medal. He kept the other half.

The Volkov guards arrived in scattered pairs, some wounded, all staring at the open gate as if it had committed the murder itself. Yuri took command before anyone asked how he had crossed the blocked northern road so quickly. He sent men after the Italian cars, ordered the bodies covered, and held Maksim upright while the young wolf inside him tried to tear free.

At dawn, three shallow graves waited because the frozen ground resisted the shovels. Maksim dug anyway. His palms split. No one dared stop him. When he reached Katya, he removed the half medal from her fingers and threaded it beside his own piece on a chain.

Snow began covering the blood before the graves were finished. Maksim hated the sky for trying to make the courtyard clean. He pressed his bare hand into the stained earth until cold numbed it, promising himself he would remember every mark.

Yuri gave him a black coat and called the surviving men to witness the oath. In later years, Maksim would understand that his uncle had turned private grief into a public weapon before the bodies cooled.

"Keep your grief sharp," Yuri advised. "A dull blade harms the hand that holds it."

Maksim did not yet understand that grief could be sharpened by the person who caused it.

His uncle Yuri found him kneeling in the snow.

"Vittorio Bellandi did this," Yuri said, his face wet with grief or melting snow. "He feared your father. He wanted the ports."

Maksim stared at the three bodies beneath the red moon. Something inside him cracked open. His wolf pushed against his skin for the first time, born not from nature but from unbearable loss.

"Then I will take what he loves most."

Yuri placed a hand on his shoulder. "He has an only daughter."

Maksim looked south, toward a country he had never seen and a princess whose name he did not yet know.

"One day," he promised the dead, "Vittorio Bellandi will understand what it is to lose his heart and remain alive."

PART I

The Theft
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CHAPTER 1
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The Princess in White

Alessia Bellandi knew her engagement party was in trouble when the violinists stopped playing and no one admitted hearing the final note.

She stood beneath a chandelier in her family's Lake Como palace, dressed in white silk for a marriage she did not want. Three hundred guests glittered around her. Politicians laughed beside smugglers. Bankers drank champagne with men who had ordered other men buried beneath unfinished highways.

Matteo Rinaldi kept one possessive hand at her waist.

"Smile," he murmured.

"I am."

"That is the expression you use before firing an accountant."

"Then perhaps you should stop stealing from my accounts."

His fingers tightened. The cameras hid it. That was Matteo's gift: every cruelty looked elegant from across a room.

At the doors, two unfamiliar guards replaced men Alessia had known since childhood. They wore Bellandi earpieces but watched the exits instead of the guests.

Her father stood near the terrace, accepting congratulations like a king receiving tribute. Vittorio Bellandi had selected Matteo for her because the Rinaldi ports would complete his empire. He called the arrangement tradition. Alessia called it a merger with a wedding cake.

She slipped away from Matteo and crossed to Vittorio.

"The west guards have changed."

"Security rotates."

"Not during a family event."

Vittorio's smile never moved. "Tonight, you are a daughter. Leave business to me."

"Business is why I noticed."

Before he could answer, every light in the palace died.

The room inhaled as one body.

The blackout smelled of hot wiring, perfume, and spilled champagne. Alessia heard guests remove expensive shoes so they could run. Somewhere near the orchestra, a woman kept whispering a prayer. The Russian moved through all of it with the calm of someone who had practiced the night until even chaos knew its place.

Emergency lamps should have flared within three seconds. They did not.

Alessia heard the terrace doors open. A glass shattered. Someone whispered in Russian.

Matteo shouted her name from the darkness, but his voice came from the ballroom instead of beside her.

A tall shape appeared against the moonlit windows.

He moved without hurry, though armed men were flooding the palace. Broad shoulders filled a black evening coat. Silver gleamed briefly in his eyes.

The stranger looked past Vittorio and directly at Alessia.

The stranger did not glance toward the jewelry on Alessia's throat or the ring Matteo had chosen. He watched her hands, her balance, the distance between her and the nearest door. That unsettled her more than desire would have. He looked at her as one strategist recognizing another.

A bodyguard rushed him. The stranger moved once, turning the man's momentum into a fall that cracked a table. No wasted cruelty. No panic.

Alessia slid the heavy ring from her finger. Its diamond could cut skin if she struck correctly. Around her, powerful men crouched behind their wives while women pulled children beneath tables. Her father did not duck. Vittorio stared at the intruder with recognition and an old fear she had never seen.

Whoever this Russian was, he had arrived from a history her father had hidden.

Alessia had spent years learning how danger altered a room. Men guarding secrets watched doors; men planning violence watched hands. The tall Russian watched both. A pale scar disappeared beneath his collar, and his stillness seemed less calm than controlled force.

Matteo finally pushed through the guests, but he used another man as cover. Alessia saw the choice and stored it beside every other reason she had delayed their wedding.

For one impossible second, all the noise disappeared. Her pulse struck hard. Something ancient and furious seemed to recognize her from inside his body.

Then he said, in flawless Italian, "Good evening, Princess."

Alessia reached for the nearest weapon.
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The Wolf at the Window

Maksim had planned the abduction for eleven months.

He had memorized the palace corridors, bribed an electrician, replaced six guards, and stationed a helicopter beyond the eastern gardens. He knew the Bellandi response time, the depth of the lake, and which marble stair squeaked beneath a man's weight.

None of his plans accounted for her scent.

It reached him when the lights died—orange blossom, rain, and something warm enough to make his wolf slam against his ribs.

Mine.

Maksim stopped beside the terrace doors.

Maksim's men reported each secured corridor in clipped Russian. No guest had been shot. Two Bellandi guards had broken bones after resisting. The restraint mattered; he had come to steal a woman, not leave her surrounded by the same kind of dead that haunted him.

Her gaze tracked the care, and the hatred in it sharpened. Monsters were easier when they enjoyed the damage.

"If you know who I am," she said, keeping the broken bottle between them, "you know taking me will not end well."

"It ended badly seventeen years before it began."

"That sentence makes sense only to dramatic men."

"You are marrying one."

The insult struck because it was accurate. Matteo had vanished toward the safer side of the ballroom the moment the lights died.

Across the ballroom, Alessia Bellandi stood in white silk with her chin lifted. Photographs had failed her. They had shown beauty without force, dark hair without its blue-black shine, brown eyes without the intelligence that assessed every threat in the room.

Worse, his wolf knew her.

After thirty-five years without a mate, the beast inside him had chosen the daughter of the man who murdered his family.

Lev's voice came through his earpiece. "You have gone silent. I dislike it when you go silent during crimes."

"Secure the north hall."

"Already secured. The Italian princess is the one holding a champagne bottle as if she intends to baptize you with it."

Maksim saw the bottle a moment before Alessia swung.

He caught her wrist. She drove her heel into his instep, twisted, and tried to break his thumb. Training, then. More than the reports suggested.

Maksim had chosen the engagement gala because Vittorio would be surrounded by witnesses and unable to start open war. He had not anticipated how the white silk made Alessia resemble both bride and sacrifice.

The wolf rejected the latter. It wanted every weapon lowered, every door opened, and her scent carried somewhere no Bellandi could reach.

Maksim reminded it that he was the danger standing closest to her.

"Release me."

"No."

"That was your opportunity to make a wise decision."

Behind her, Vittorio reached beneath his jacket. Maksim's pistol appeared in his hand.

"Do not," Maksim told him.

Recognition transformed the don's face. "Volkov."

"Seventeen years is a long time to wait."

Maksim's earpiece carried six voices, yet Alessia's breathing dominated his hearing. The wolf counted each beat as if guarding it. When Vittorio reached for his weapon, the beast did not think enemy or leverage. It thought only that the woman between them must remain standing.

"Take money. Take the ports."

Maksim drew Alessia against him, careful not to hurt her. The bond burned where her back touched his chest.

"I came for what cannot be replaced."

Alessia went very still. "I am standing here, you know."

"I noticed."

"Then stop discussing me like stolen art."

Even Lev laughed through the earpiece.

The emergency lights flashed on. Bellandi gunmen flooded the far doors.

Maksim lowered his mouth near Alessia's ear. "You can walk, Princess, or I can carry you."

She smashed the champagne bottle against the marble column.

"I choose a third option."
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CHAPTER 3
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Champagne and Silver

The broken bottle made a poor knife.

Alessia used it anyway.

She slashed backward. Maksim turned, but the glass opened his palm. Blood ran over his fingers and across hers as he caught her wrist.

The world changed.

Heat shot through Alessia's veins. The ballroom blurred. For a heartbeat she stood in a silent forest beneath a red moon, listening to an enormous animal breathe.

Maksim's silver eyes widened.

The vision left behind sensations that were not hers: pine resin, cold soil, a wound carried for seventeen winters. Beneath them lived a pull toward the man holding her, fierce enough to feel like memory.

Alessia flexed her bloody fingers. "Drug?"

"No."

"Hypnosis?"

"No."

"Then explain."

Maksim looked as shaken as she felt. "Later."

"Kidnappers do not schedule later."

"This one does."

Lev moved past them, issuing evacuation orders to guests in three languages. Alessia noticed his men were opening a clear route for women and older guests rather than using them as shields. The operation had rules.

She intended to learn every one and turn them against Maksim.

His grip loosened.

She drove her knee toward his ribs. He blocked it on instinct and swept her off her feet before she could run.

"What did you do to me?" she demanded.

"Nothing."

"Liar."

Gunfire cracked from the north hall. Maksim turned his body, shielding her while two Russian men returned fire toward the ceiling, forcing guests down without striking them.

This was not a chaotic invasion. Every
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