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  Praise for Stevens Hepworth



“Stevens Hepworth’s writing is a razor’s edge—dangerous, seductive, and impossible to escape.” — Dark Rose Book Blog




“No one blends passion and peril quite like Stevens. His worlds pull you under and don’t let go until the last page.” — Sofie Lehnert, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Hepworth proves he’s a master of dark romance—his characters are flawed, magnetic, and heartbreakingly human.” — Luna’s Library Reviews




“Every book by Stevens Hepworth is a bullet to the heart—explosive, emotional, and utterly unforgettable.” — K. C. Crowne, Author of Under His Control




“Stevens Hepworth delivers stories that are as intoxicating as they are dangerous. Romance with teeth, grit, and fire.” — Midnight Ink Reviews








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Emilia’s POV




The red wine stains my white napkin like blood. Perfect. Just fucking perfect.

I check my phone again. 8:47 PM. Marcus is forty-seven minutes late, and I’m sitting here like an idiot at Russo’s, watching couples share pasta while I eat breadsticks alone. The waiter keeps giving me pitying looks. You know the ones. The “poor girl got stood up” looks that make your skin crawl.

My stomach growls. I haven’t eaten since my twelve-hour shift ended three hours ago. But I keep waiting because maybe, just maybe, Marcus got stuck in traffic. Maybe his phone died. Maybe there’s some reasonable explanation for why he’d ask me out and then disappear.

The couple at the next table laughs at something. She touches his hand across the table. Her engagement ring catches the light, throwing sparkles across their bread plate. I look away. My chest tightens with that familiar ache - the one that reminds me I’m twenty-six and still waiting for someone to show up.

“Miss, would you like to order now?” The waiter hovers beside my table, his accent thick with impatience.

“Five more minutes.” My voice sounds smaller than I want it to. “He’ll be here.”

But even as I say it, I know he won’t.

The restaurant buzzes with Friday night energy. Laughter, clinking glasses, the sizzle of garlic from the kitchen. Everyone’s having a perfect evening except me. I pull out my phone and scroll through our text messages from this morning.

Marcus: Looking forward to tonight, beautiful. Russo’s at 8.

Me: Can’t wait! See you there.

Three little words that now feel stupid. I believed him. I actually thought this time would be different.

My fingers hover over his contact. I should call. Ask where he is. But my pride won’t let me. If he wanted to be here, he would be. Simple as that.

The waiter appears again with a fresh basket of breadsticks. “On the house,” he says softly. His kindness makes it worse.

I grab my purse. Enough of this shit.

Outside Russo’s, the October air bites through my jacket. I’m shaking, but not from the cold. I’m pissed. Really, truly pissed. All that time getting ready - the shower, the makeup, the dress that makes my waist look smaller. All for nothing.

I yank my phone out and find Marcus’s number. My thumbs fly across the screen.

Hey, asshole. Did you seriously just leave me sitting at Russo’s for an hour and don’t even have the balls to text? What kind of pathetic excuse for a man asks a woman out and then disappears? I hope your dick falls off, you lying piece of shit. Don’t ever contact me again.

I hit send before I can chicken out. The message goes through with a satisfying swoosh.

My heart pounds. I never talk like that. Ever. But something about sitting alone in that restaurant, watching happy couples while breadcrumbs stick to my dress, broke something inside me. I’m tired of being the nice girl. The understanding girl. The girl who makes excuses for men who don’t deserve them.

A group of college kids stumbles past, laughing and drunk. One of them bumps into me.

“Sorry, gorgeous,” he slurs, giving me a sloppy grin.

I step aside and check my phone. No response from Marcus yet. Good. I hope he’s reading it right now. I hope it ruins whatever he’s doing instead of being here with me.

The streetlights flicker on as darkness settles over the city. My Uber is still three minutes away. Three more minutes of standing here, feeling like the biggest fool in Manhattan.

I should go home, put on my pajamas, and eat ice cream while watching bad movies. That’s what normal people do when they get stood up. They don’t send psychotic text messages to men who clearly don’t give a damn about them.

But I don’t regret it. Not even a little bit.

My phone buzzes.

I expect to see Marcus’s name on my screen. Maybe an apology, maybe an excuse. Instead, I see something that makes my blood freeze.

Wrong number, angel.

What?

No. No, no, no. This can’t be happening.

My hands shake as I stare at the message. Wrong number? I sent that horrible, angry rant to a complete stranger?

Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God.

I quickly check the contact. It should be Marcus’s number. The same one I’ve texted a dozen times over the past week. How is this possible?

Another message pops up.

Though I have to say, your vocabulary is impressive. Whoever this Marcus is, he’s clearly an idiot.

Heat crawls up my neck. A stranger just read my unhinged breakdown. A stranger knows I got stood up. A stranger heard me say “I hope your dick falls off.”

I want to disappear into the sidewalk.

I’m so sorry, I type quickly. That wasn’t meant for you. I thought you were someone else.

Clearly. Are you all right?

Am I all right? I just sent the most embarrassing text of my life to a random person, and he’s asking if I’m all right. Most people would have blocked me by now.

I’m mortified, I admit. You weren’t supposed to see that.

But I did. And now I’m curious about this Marcus who stood up a woman with such a creative use of profanity.

Despite everything, my lips twitch. He thinks I’m creative. Not crazy. Creative.

He’s nobody important, I type back. Just another disappointment.

His loss, I’m sure.

My Uber pulls up, and I slide into the backseat. The driver glances at me in the rearview mirror.

“Rough night?”

“You could say that.” I look back at my phone. The stranger has sent another message.

Tell me, angel. What did this Marcus do to deserve such colorful threats to his anatomy?

I shouldn’t answer. I should thank him for being understanding and end this conversation. But something about his tone, the way he calls me “angel,” makes me want to keep talking.

He asked me out and then never showed up. Left me sitting alone for an hour like an idiot.

Then he’s not just nobody. He’s a fool.

The Uber stops at my apartment building, but I don’t get out. I sit in the backseat, thumbs hovering over my phone. The stranger hasn’t said anything else, but those three dots keep appearing and disappearing like he’s typing something and then deleting it.

Finally, another message comes through.

What’s your name, angel?

I chew my bottom lip. I shouldn’t tell him. He’s a complete stranger who could be anyone - a serial killer, a creep, a married man looking for excitement. But my rational brain seems to have shut down for the night.

Emilia.

Beautiful name. It suits you.

How do you know what suits me? You’ve never seen me.

I can tell from your messages. You’re fierce when you’re angry, but polite when you apologize. You use words like weapons when you’re hurt. That tells me you’re passionate, intelligent, and probably stunning when you’re furious.

My cheeks burn. This complete stranger just called me stunning based on a few text messages. It should sound like a line, but something about the way he writes makes it feel genuine.

Are you always this forward with women who accidentally text you?

You’re my first accidental texter. I’m making it up as I go.

That makes me smile. Actually smile, for the first time all night.

What’s your name?

The dots appear and disappear again. For a moment, I think he won’t answer.

Alessandro.

Alessandro. The name rolls around in my head like expensive wine. It sounds Italian, sophisticated. Completely different from “Marcus” with his cheap cologne and cheaper promises.

That’s a beautiful name too.

My mother chose it. She has excellent taste.

Unlike my taste in men, apparently.

One bad choice doesn’t define your judgment, Emilia. Though I suspect this Marcus wasn’t your first disappointment.

He’s right, and that bothers me. How can a stranger read me so easily when the men I actually date can’t figure out basic things like showing up?

The Uber driver clears his throat. “Miss? We’re here.”

“Sorry.” I hand him a ten and get out. The October air feels colder now, cutting through my jacket as I walk toward my building.

I should go, I text Alessandro. Thank you for being understanding about my meltdown.

Don’t go yet.

The simple command stops me in my tracks. There’s something in those three words - an authority that makes my stomach flip.

Why not?

Because I’m enjoying talking to you. And because you deserve better than ending this night feeling sorry for yourself.

I’m not feeling sorry for myself.

Aren’t you?

I hate that he’s right again.




* * *

My alarm screams at 5:30 AM, dragging me from dreams filled with deep voices and mysterious messages. I’d stayed up until almost midnight texting with Alessandro, and now I’m paying for it. My eyes feel like sandpaper, and my head pounds with each movement.

But I can’t stop thinking about him.

The hospital corridor buzzes with typical Saturday morning chaos. Nurses rushing between rooms, doctors shouting orders, monitors beeping their urgent warnings. I tie my scrubs and grab my first chart, forcing myself to focus.

Room 314. Chest pain, possible heart attack. Sixty-two-year-old male.

“Mr. Peterson?” I enter the room with my professional smile. “I’m Emilia, your nurse today. How are you feeling?”

He’s pale, sweating, one hand pressed against his chest. “Like an elephant is sitting on me.”

I check his IV, take his vitals, adjust his oxygen. Normal Saturday morning routine. But my phone buzzes in my pocket, and I lose focus for a second.

“Nurse?” Mr. Peterson’s voice is strained. “Am I going to be okay?”

“The doctor will be in soon,” I tell him, squeezing his hand. “Try to relax.”

But I’m the one who needs to relax. Every buzz from my phone makes my pulse jump. What if it’s Alessandro? What if it’s not?

The next three hours blur together. A car accident victim, a kid with a broken arm, an elderly woman with pneumonia. I go through the motions - checking vitals, administering medication, comforting families - but part of my brain stays fixed on my phone.

During my break, I finally check my messages.

Good morning, angel. Did you sleep well?

My heart does this stupid little flip. He texted me good morning. Like we’re… what? Friends? More than friends?

Eventually. You?

I don’t sleep much. Occupational hazard.

What do you do?

The dots appear and disappear. I wait, but no answer comes.

“Emilia!” Dr. Martinez appears at my elbow. “We need you in trauma two. Now.”

I shove my phone back in my pocket and run.

The trauma case takes two hours. A construction worker fell from scaffolding, multiple fractures, internal bleeding. By the time we get him stable and up to surgery, my break is long over.

I finally check my phone at lunch.

Sorry. Work called.

Me too. Construction accident. We saved him, though.

You’re a nurse.

It’s not a question.

ER nurse. How did you know?

The way you said ‘we saved him.’ Most people would say ‘the doctors saved him.’ You understand teamwork.

He’s observant. Too observant.

What kind of work keeps you from sleeping?

Again, no answer to my question about his job. But another message comes through.

Tell me about your day, angel.

So I do. I tell him about Mr. Peterson’s heart attack, about the scared kid with the broken arm, about the elderly woman who held my hand and told me I reminded her of her granddaughter. I tell him things I usually keep to myself - how tired I get, how some days the pain and suffering feel overwhelming, how I still love what I do despite everything.

You have a calling, he writes back. Not many people can handle what you do.

Some days I’m not sure I can handle it either.

But you do. Every day, you show up and save lives. That takes strength.

His words hit something deep in my chest. When’s the last time someone recognized what I do? Really saw it?

Marcus never asked about my work. He complained when I had to cancel dates for overtime. He called my job “just nursing” like it was nothing special.

Thank you, I text back. I needed to hear that.

When do you get off work?

I glance at the clock. 4:30 PM.

Two hours.

And then?

Home. Bath. Sleep. Exciting Saturday night.

Alone?

The question makes my pulse quicken.

Yes. Alone.

Good.

Good? What does that mean?

But before I can ask, Sarah appears beside me.

“Okay, spill.” Sarah drops into the chair across from me, her dark eyes narrowed with suspicion. “You’ve been glued to that phone all day, and you’re glowing.”

“I’m not glowing.” I shove my phone into my pocket.

“You’re glowing. Either you’re pregnant, or you met someone. And since you were bitching about Marcus yesterday, I’m guessing it’s door number two.”

Sarah’s been my closest friend since nursing school. She’s also relentless when she smells gossip.

“It’s nothing. Just… I met someone. Sort of.”

“Sort of? What does that mean?”

I sigh. “I accidentally texted the wrong number last night, and we started talking.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “You’re texting a complete stranger?”

“He seems nice.”

“They always seem nice at first, Em. That’s how they get you to trust them.” She leans forward. “Have you talked to him on the phone? Video chatted? Seen any pictures?”

“No, but-”

“Then you have no idea who he is. He could be anyone. A married pervert. A catfish. A serial killer.”

“He’s not a serial killer.”

“How do you know?”

Because serial killers don’t ask about my day or recognize my calling. Because serial killers don’t make me feel understood with just a few text messages. But I can’t say that without sounding naive.

“I’m being careful,” I tell her instead.

“Are you? Because you’re sitting here grinning at your phone like a teenager with her first crush.”

My phone buzzes. I automatically reach for it, then stop when I see Sarah’s expression.

“See? You can’t even ignore it for five minutes.” She grabs my hand. “Emily, I love you, but you have terrible taste in men. Remember Brad the investment banker who turned out to be a waiter at Applebee’s? Or Jason who was married with three kids?”

“That was different.”

“How?”

I don’t have a good answer. Every instinct tells me Alessandro is different, but I can’t explain why.

“Just… promise me you’ll be smart,” Sarah continues. “Don’t meet him alone. Don’t give him personal information. And for God’s sake, don’t send him pictures.”

Heat crawls up my neck. “I wasn’t planning to.”

“Good.” She checks her watch. “I’ve got to get back. But seriously, Em. Be careful.”

After she leaves, I finally check my message.

Still there, angel?

Sorry. Friend interrogation.

About me?

She thinks you might be a serial killer.

Smart friend. You should listen to her.

Wait. What?

Are you a serial killer?

No. But I am dangerous.




* * *

My shift ends at 6:30, an hour late because of a last-minute emergency. By the time I get home, I’m exhausted, but my phone has been burning a hole in my pocket all afternoon.

Alessandro’s last message - But I am dangerous - has been playing on repeat in my head. What does that mean? Dangerous how?

I should be scared. Sarah’s right about that. Any sane woman would block his number and forget this ever happened.

Instead, I pour myself a glass of wine and curl up on my couch.

What kind of dangerous? I text him.

The kind that makes smart women like you ask questions they shouldn’t.

My pulse quickens. Maybe I like dangerous.

No, you don’t. You like safe. Predictable. That’s why you date men like Marcus.

You don’t know what I like.

Don’t I? You’re a nurse because you want to help people. You waited an hour for a man who didn’t deserve five minutes of your time. You apologized to a stranger for sending an angry text. Everything about you screams safety and kindness.

He’s wrong. I’m not always safe. I moved to New York with two hundred dollars and a dream. I work in an ER where anything can happen. I sent that furious text to Marcus.

You’re wrong about me.

Prove it.

Two words that hit me like a challenge. Heat spreads through my chest, down to my stomach.

How?

Tell me something you’ve never told anyone.

I stare at the message for a long time. Something I’ve never told anyone? There are plenty of things. Secret fears, embarrassing moments, dreams I’m too scared to voice out loud.

I hate my job sometimes, I finally type. Everyone thinks nurses are angels, but some days I want to scream at the stupidity, the waste, the people who treat us like servants. Some days I fantasize about quitting and opening a bakery somewhere quiet.

That’s not dangerous. That’s human.

Your turn.

I don’t play games like this, Emilia.

Why not?

Because I don’t share personal information with strangers.

Then why are you talking to me?

The dots appear and disappear for a long time. I wait, wine making me bolder than usual.

Because you intrigue me. And that doesn’t happen often.

How often?

Never.

The word sits on my screen like a promise. Or a threat.

What’s your last name? I type before I lose my nerve.

Does it matter?

It does if you want to keep talking to me.

Another long pause.

Volkov.

Alessandro Volkov. I roll the name around in my mind. It sounds Russian, maybe. Definitely foreign. Definitely sophisticated in a way that makes my small-town roots show.

What do you do for work, Alessandro Volkov?

I solve problems.

That’s not an answer.

It’s the only answer you’re getting tonight.

By Sunday evening, we’ve been texting for almost two days straight. I know Alessandro drinks his coffee black, reads the news in three languages, and thinks most people are disappointments. He knows I stress-bake, cry at sad movies, and have a scar on my knee from falling off my bike when I was seven.

But I still don’t know what he does for work or why he’s “dangerous.”

Tell me about your family, I text during my dinner break.

My mother. No one else that matters.

What about your father?

Dead.

The blunt response stops me cold. I’m sorry.

Don’t be. It was a long time ago.

How long?

Long enough.

I’ve learned that Alessandro doesn’t like questions about his past. He deflects, changes the subject, or gives answers that aren’t really answers. It should bother me more than it does.

My parents live in Ohio, I offer. Small town. They think I’m crazy for living in New York.

Are you?

Maybe. But I love it here. The energy, the possibilities. You can be anyone you want to be.

Who do you want to be, angel?

The question catches me off guard. Who do I want to be?

Someone brave, I type. Someone who doesn’t wait around for men who don’t show up.

You are brave. You moved across the country alone. You save lives for a living.

That’s not the same kind of brave.

What kind do you mean?

I think about it for a minute. The kind that takes risks. The kind that says what she wants instead of hoping someone will guess.

What do you want, Emilia?

The way he asks makes my stomach flutter. There’s something different about this message, something more intense.

Right now?

Right now.

I stare at my phone, heart pounding. What do I want right now? I want to know what he looks like. I want to hear his voice. I want to understand why a stranger’s text messages make me feel more alive than I have in months.

I want to meet you.

The words are out before I can take them back.

No response. The minutes tick by. Five. Ten. Fifteen.

Maybe I scared him off. Maybe this was just a game to him, and I took it too seriously.

Finally, my phone buzzes with a new message, and my breath catches.

Tomorrow. Eight PM. Wear red. You’ll need the confidence.

I stare at the screen. He wants to meet. After three days of dancing around each other, he’s finally ready to meet face to face.

Where?

I’ll send details tomorrow. And Emilia?

Yes?

Don’t disappoint me.

The message sends a shiver down my spine that has nothing to do with the cooling bath water. This is it. Tomorrow night, I’ll finally meet the mysterious man who’s consumed my thoughts for three days.

I should be scared. Sarah’s warnings echo in my head. He could be anyone. Dangerous, he said. But dangerous how?

Instead, I feel alive in a way I haven’t in years. Electric. Like I’m standing on the edge of a cliff, about to jump.

I won’t, I text back.

Good. Sleep well, angel. Tomorrow changes everything.

I set my phone aside and sink deeper into the bath, my mind racing. Tomorrow. Eight PM. Red dress.

Tomorrow, I meet Alessandro Volkov.

And somehow, I know he’s right.

Tomorrow changes everything.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  





Alessandro’s POV


The warehouse smells like blood and fear. I’ve been in this room for three hours, listening to Dimitri explain why we’re losing territory to the Italians. His voice drones on about shipping routes and protection money while I calculate how much it would cost to make this problem disappear permanently.

“The docks are hemorrhaging money,” Dimitri says, sliding photographs across the concrete table. “They’re moving in on our operations, cutting deals with our contacts.”

Viktor leans forward, his scarred hands gripping the table edge. “We should send a message. Cut off a few fingers, maybe some tongues.”

“Violence draws attention,” I reply, not looking up from the photos. “Attention brings federal investigations. Federal investigations cost more than lost territory.”

My phone buzzes against my thigh. I ignore it. Business first. Always.

But it buzzes again. And again.

Dimitri pauses mid-sentence. Viktor raises an eyebrow. Nobody interrupts Alessandro Volkov. Not even phone calls.

“Continue,” I tell them, but my concentration fractures. The phone feels like it’s burning through my suit jacket.

“As I was saying, boss, they’re offering twenty percent above our rates—”

My phone explodes with a long buzz. A text message. I pull it out, planning to silence it, but the preview makes me stop cold.

Hey, asshole. Did you seriously just leave me sitting at Russo’s for an hour…

I blink. Read it again.

Someone just called me an asshole.

“Boss?” Viktor’s voice sounds far away.

I tap the message, reading the full text. This woman—whoever she is—just unleashed a fury of words that would make my soldiers blush. She’s creative with her insults. Passionate. Completely unhinged.

And she thinks I’m someone named Marcus.

A laugh escapes my throat. Actual laughter. Dimitri and Viktor stare at me like I’ve lost my mind.

When’s the last time someone spoke to me like this? When’s the last time anyone dared?

“Boss, is everything—”

“Continue the briefing.” I lean back in my chair, typing a response. “I’m listening.”

But I’m not. Not really. I’m thinking about this woman who just called me a “pathetic excuse for a man” and told me she hopes my dick falls off.

Wrong number, angel.

I hit send and wait. The dots appear immediately. She’s typing back.

Dimitri keeps talking about profit margins and territorial disputes, but my attention stays locked on my phone. This mysterious woman responds with mortification and apologies, but underneath the embarrassment, I hear something else. Fire. Spirit.

Though I have to say, your vocabulary is impressive. Whoever this Marcus is, he’s clearly an idiot.

She responds again. And again. Each message reveals more—her vulnerability, her anger, her quick wit. She got stood up. She’s alone. She’s hurt but trying to hide it.

“Luka, trace this number,” I say suddenly, interrupting Dimitri’s speech about dock schedules.

Luka looks up from his laptop in the corner. “Sir?”

I forward him her number. “Everything you can find. Name, address, employment. Now.”

“Boss,” Viktor says carefully, “we’re in the middle of—”

“The middle of a problem that’s been building for months,” I finish. “Twenty more minutes won’t change anything.”

But this woman might.

I keep texting her while Luka types furiously on his laptop. She tells me her name—Emilia. Beautiful name, like I tell her. She’s fierce when angry, polite when embarrassed. The combination is intriguing.

Most women who cross my path fall into two categories: those who want something from me, and those who fear me. This Emilia seems to fit neither category. She has no idea who I am, what I do, or why grown men cross themselves when they hear my name.

To her, I’m just Alessandro. A stranger who received her misdirected rage.

“Got it,” Luka says, swiveling his laptop screen toward me. “Emilia Romano. Twenty-six. ER nurse at Mount Sinai. Clean record, no arrests. Parents in Ohio, small town. Lives alone in a studio apartment on the Upper West Side. No connections to any families.”

I study her photo on the screen. Driver’s license picture, but even the DMV can’t hide her beauty. Dark hair, expressive eyes, a mouth that looks like it was made for smiling. Or for other things.

“No boyfriends? Roommates?”

“Recent sightings with a Marcus Webb some weeks ago. Coworkers describe her as dedicated, kind, keeps to herself mostly.”

Marcus. The asshole who stood her up tonight.

“Boss?” Dimitri’s patience is wearing thin. “The Italian situation?”

I pocket my phone and focus on business. We spend another hour discussing strategies, territorial boundaries, and the delicate balance of power that keeps our operations running. But part of my mind stays with Emilia Romano, wondering what she’s doing, if she’s still angry, if she’s thinking about our conversation.

When the meeting ends, I walk my lieutenants to their cars. The October night is sharp with coming winter, and the city hums with its usual chaos. This is my world—concrete and steel, money and blood, power earned through fear and respect.

So why can’t I stop thinking about a nurse who accidentally texted me?

At home, I pour myself three fingers of vodka and settle into my study. The penthouse is silent except for the hum of traffic thirty floors below. Floor-to-ceiling windows show me the city I control, the lights that represent businesses under my protection, territory that answers to me.

But my phone draws my attention away from empire matters.

I’m mortified. You weren’t supposed to see that.

Her embarrassment amuses me. Most people who discover they’ve contacted Alessandro Volkov accidentally either disappear completely or start begging for mercy. She’s worried about embarrassing herself.

I find myself genuinely curious about this woman. What drives someone to dedicate their life to saving others? What makes a small-town girl brave enough to move to New York alone? What makes her think she can survive in a city that eats gentle people alive?

We text back and forth. She’s funny, intelligent, with a self-deprecating humor that suggests she doesn’t know her own worth. She works in an ER—chaos, pressure, life-and-death decisions every day. Yet she worried about being stood up by some nobody named Marcus.

She deserves better.

The thought surprises me. When do I care what strangers deserve?

What’s your name, angel?

Emilia.

Beautiful name. It suits you.

How do you know what suits me? You’ve never seen me.

But I have. I’ve seen her driver’s license photo, her employee ID from the hospital, even a few social media pictures Luka pulled up. She’s beautiful, but it’s more than that. There’s something in her eyes—hope, maybe, or determination. Something that makes me want to keep talking.

Are you always this forward with women who accidentally text you?

You’re my first accidental texter. I’m making it up as I go.

Truth. I’ve never done anything like this. Business associates contact me through proper channels. Women interested in me make their intentions clear through mutual connections. Nobody just… texts me by accident and starts a conversation.

What’s your name?

I hesitate. My name carries weight in this city. Alessandro Volkov means power, danger, connections to things most people prefer not to think about. Once she knows who I am, everything changes. The innocence of this conversation dies.

Alessandro.

That’s a beautiful name too.

No fear. No recognition. Just a woman appreciating the sound of my name.

We keep talking. She tells me about her disappointing evening, and I find myself genuinely angry at this Marcus for wasting her time. She apologizes for her language, and I want to tell her she should never apologize for showing fire.

She’s real in a way most people in my life aren’t. Honest. Unguarded. She has no agenda beyond human connection.

When did I last have a conversation with no hidden motives?

I should go. Thank you for being understanding about my meltdown.

Don’t go yet.

The words surprise me as much as they probably surprise her. I don’t beg. I don’t ask. I take what I want or I move on.

But I don’t want her to go.

Why not?

Because I’m enjoying talking to you. And because you deserve better than ending this night feeling sorry for yourself.

I’m not feeling sorry for myself.

Aren’t you?

She is. I can feel it through the phone—the disappointment, the loneliness, the quiet resignation that comes from too many letdowns. She’s building walls around her heart, preparing to trust less, hope less, risk less.

I know about walls. Mine are fortress-thick.

But something about her makes me want to tear hers down.

The elevator dings, and I look up as my mother enters the penthouse. Maria Volkov moves like royalty even at seventy—straight spine, elegant steps, steel wrapped in silk. She ruled my father’s household with the same iron will she now uses on mine.

“Sasha.” She uses my childhood name, the only person alive who dares. “You missed dinner.”

“Business ran late.” I slip my phone into my jacket pocket, but not before she notices.

Her dark eyes—the same shade as mine—narrow slightly. “You seem distracted.”

“The Italians are moving on our territory.”

“The Italians have been moving on our territory for months. This is something else.” She settles into the chair across from my desk, her posture perfect. “Who is she?”

My mother has uncanny intuition when it comes to reading people, especially me. It’s served her well in the world we inhabit—knowing when someone lies, when they plot, when they fall in love.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You checked your phone four times during this conversation. You’re smiling.” She tilts her head. “When did you last smile at your phone, Sasha?”

Never. I smile at successful business deals, at enemies’ defeats, at profitable negotiations. I don’t smile at phone screens like a teenage boy with his first crush.

“It’s nothing, Mama.”

“Nothing doesn’t make my son smile.” She leans forward, her expression softening. “Tell me about her.”

My phone buzzes. I ignore it, but my jaw tightens with the effort.

“She’s…” I pause, trying to find words that
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