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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d like to oﬀer a gentle and thoughtful heads-up before you embark on the journey within the pages of this book. Within its storyline, you will encounter themes that revolve around the deeply sensitive and personal topics of pregnancy loss and infertility.

      While using my personal experience with this topic, I’ve done my best to ensure the themes are handled with utmost care and respect, aiming to portray the emotional complexities that individuals and couples may experience. It’s my intention to provide a realistic and empathetic portrayal, shedding light on the struggles and resilience of those who face such challenges. However, I understand these topics can evoke strong feelings, memories, and personal experiences for many readers.

      If you ﬁnd that these themes hit too close to home or may trigger diﬃcult emotions, I urge you to consider your emotional well-being before proceeding. Should you decide to continue reading, I encourage you to reach out for support if needed. Remember that you are not alone, and seeking help from friends, family, or professionals is always a valid option.

      My hope is that this fiction story provides a window into the lives of its characters, fostering insight, understanding, and a profound sense of connection for those who’ve experienced similar journeys, as well as for those who seek to empathize with these experiences. I wish to extend my deepest appreciation for your willingness and openness in exploring these themes with my characters and me.

      With empathy and respect,

      ~Tara
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      Pregnant.

      I’m pregnant.

      When everyone left for New York to welcome Alex and Natalie home, I was sure I had the flu and wasn’t up to traveling. Brandon and I stayed in Russia so I could recover. Our visit became extended when Dandekar Konstantin, Mama’s older brother, surprised us with a visit.

      Konstantin is a high-ranking general in the Russian army and is stationed in Novosibirsk. The Russian military is the opposite of most other countries in that the higher your rank, the less leave you get. We hadn’t seen him in several years, and I was excited to introduce him to Brandon and spend time visiting with him.

      I thought my period was late because of all the stress I’d been under. Knowing my pregnant best friend and her husband were abducted by one of the most notorious traffickers in the world was a living, breathing nightmare. But my doctor’s visit earlier today and the ultrasound picture I now hold say otherwise.

      Although Brandon and I have been back in New York for almost two weeks, I’ve only spoken to Natalie on video chat. I wanted to tell her about Brandon’s proposal and my newest secret, but she and Alex have literally been to hell and back the past month. She was malnourished and had some complications that kept her on bed rest for a few weeks. I wanted to visit her, but Alex insisted on no visitors while they healed both mentally and physically. Thankfully, she and the baby survived their harrowing ordeal and have made a full recovery.

      Standing in front of my mirror, I pull up my shirt and place my hands on my still-flat stomach. “Hi, kroshechnaya babochka,” I say to my unborn child—my tiny butterfly. “I can’t wait to tell your daddy about you. He’s going to be so happy.”

      I tuck the ultrasound photo in the hidden pocket of my purse and go into the bathroom for a quick shower. Alex planned a surprise collaring ceremony for Natalie tonight. Something that’s become quite the habit with him. Natalie’s none the wiser and thinks it’s a farewell dinner for my parents. I can’t wait to see the look on her face when she realizes what’s actually happening. After everything they’ve endured, they deserve happiness.

      As much as I believe that to be true, I’m still struggling with jealousy. I want to be celebrating our engagement and pregnancy. Instead, I’m sitting on the sidelines, watching and waiting. After I put my clothes in the laundry basket, I step into the shower. With my eyes closed, I stand under the stream of hot water, using it to wash away the unwanted envy.

      Arms wrap around my waist, and I scream.

      “It’s just me,” Brandon says, laughing.

      “You scared the shit out of me.” I turn around and slap his chest.

      “I’m sorry,” he says with a mischievous grin. Pulling me against him, he leans down to kiss me. “When I saw you naked, I couldn’t help myself.”

      The way Brandon looks at me, a mix of desire and tenderness in his gaze, sends a shiver of anticipation down my spine. Brandon traces my jawline with his thumb, causing my heart to skip a beat. His hands slide lower until they cup my ass. He lifts me, and I wrap my legs around his waist as he kisses me. The sensation of water droplets caressing my skin, combined with my heightened arousal, is exhilarating.

      This feels so different. Brandon’s taking his time as though he’s savoring the intimacy of the moment. With my back against the smooth tile of the shower, he slides his hard length inside me. With every touch, every gentle stroke, he’s exploring my contours as though it’s our first time. Brandon’s worshipping of my body extends beyond purely physical, as though he’s deepening an emotional and spiritual connection between us.

      I love the feel of his muscles flexing beneath my hands as he moves his body with fluid motions alternating between teasing my opening with the tip of his cock and thrusting deeply. The circling of his hips creates beautiful friction against my clitoris.

      “You’re so tight,” Brandon says between kisses. “It feels so good.”

      “Mhm.”

      We’re entwined in an intimate dance. The mingling of our breaths creates a symphony of desire. We move in harmony as we build toward a shared crescendo. I cry out as pleasure explodes in rippling waves. Brandon follows me as we float freely through the melody of euphoria.

      He puts his forehead against mine as the water flows over us, washing away everything, leaving only the profound connection we share. Time stands still as we hold tightly to each other, savoring the moment of being lost in one another.
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      Svetlana looks regal in her flowing white dress that shimmers beneath the glow of the twinkling lights. Right now, she’s talking with Star’s current submissive, Zayne. The two are laughing and having a good time. As though she senses me watching her, Lana looks over her shoulder. A radiant smile spreads across her face.

      The buzzing of the phone in my pocket steals my attention.

      Alex: We’re pulling up now.

      Me: Thanks for the heads up. We’re ready for you.

      “Excuse me,” I call, and everyone turns my way. “They’re pulling up now. Please take your places, and then we’ll turn the lights off.”

      There’s a hushed murmur as the Dominants take their places around the edge of the circular garden. The submissives, all dressed in white, kneel before their Dominants. After Maxim and Irina arrive and take their place, they’ll complete the circle surrounding Alex as he collars Natalie.

      The clang and groan of the tall gate opening fill the darkness.

      “Are you ready?” Alex asks.

      “Ready for what?” The words barely leave Natalie’s mouth when the lights turn on. “What’s going on, Sir?” she asks, looking around in disbelief.

      “No more talking, baby girl.” Alex steps away from her to stand in the center of the circle.

      Maxim takes his place next to me as Irina gracefully kneels at his feet.

      “Natalie, please join your Dominant,” I instruct.

      Lana reaches out and grabs Natalie’s hand as she walks by. The girls exchange a smile.

      Alex motions toward a black silk blanket laid on the ground in front of him. “Kneel.” He holds Natalie’s hand to steady her as she takes her place. “Look at me.”

      I walk to the center, stand beside Alex, and hand him the velvet box containing Natalie’s collar. Alex removes the lid and angles it to show Natalie. Her breath catches when she sees the silver chain with the heart-shaped lock next to it.

      Alex clears his throat before he addresses his guests. “I’m thankful for each of you who came tonight to share this special evening with us. The last few weeks have been the scariest of my life. Not only was I unsure if I’d live to see another day, but my submissive, the most precious person in my life, was in grave danger. Even though we’re back safely, we’re both still healing.” His voice cracks, and he struggles to maintain his composure. “I had this collar made before all that happened. Since we’ve been back, I’ve struggled with how to proceed. I wasn’t sure if I should let more time pass before offering a collar to my submissive, fearing it would trigger her.”

      The Dominants and submissives gathered here tonight are our closest friends. They know Maxim works to stop human trafficking, but they don’t know the full extent of what he does or how deeply Alex and I are involved. However, they all know about Alex and Natalie’s abduction—how close we all came to losing them.

      “I sought the advice of a wise friend.” He looks toward Star, and the corners of his mouth turn up. “Who explained to me that the piece of leather Natalie was forced to wear was meaningless—it held no significance in our lifestyle or relationship. This collar in my hand is the one that holds meaning and commitment, the only one that matters. I decided to take a chance and seize the moment because no one is guaranteed a tomorrow. I didn’t want to let another day go by without my submissive knowing how much I treasure her. How much it will mean to me if she accepts my collar.”

      Alex lifts the collar and hands me the empty box. I clasp his shoulder before returning to my place in front of Svetlana.

      “Natalie, as your Dominant, your heart, your safety, your life are mine to care for. I’m honored that you’ve chosen to submit to me. I cherish that submission. Tonight, I’m asking you to take your commitment to us one step further. I’m asking you to wear my collar.” He stops to clear his throat. “By accepting this collar, you demonstrate your commitment to our relationship and your willingness to submit to me both physically and emotionally. You promise to obey me and accept my guidance, knowing I will care for and protect you in every way. Moreover, this collar represents my commitment to continue to train and support you, always respecting your boundaries and helping you grow in your submission. Above all, I promise to cherish and protect you for as long as we live. So, Natalie, I ask you now. Will you accept this collar and all the promises it symbolizes?"

      “Yes, Sir. I will,” Natalie replies, her commitment evident in her words.

      Natalie holds her hair up as Alex places the silver chain around her neck and attaches the lock. “Thank you for your gift of submission, baby girl.”

      As I look around the circle, I notice there isn’t a dry eye. We’ve all been privileged to witness this intimate exchange as Alex and Natalie take their dynamic to the next level.

      After the ceremony concludes, Anthony escorts us to a separate area that’s set for a meal. Each couple has a private table where we enjoy a seven-course dinner. Lana’s uncharacteristically quiet while we eat. “What’s wrong?”

      Lana’s eyes widen. “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t said two words since we sat down,” I observe.

      “I’m taking everything in.” She scans the surroundings. “This is all a lot.”

      “Collaring is a serious step in any dynamic,” I state, setting my fork down. “I’m hoping we take this step. Soon.”

      Lana takes a sip of her ice water. “That sounds wonderful.”

      “What is it you aren’t saying?” I press gently.

      “We have our engagement to announce,” she whispers. “And you’d like to have a collaring. I don’t want anyone to think we’re copying whatever Alex and Natalie are doing.”

      “I get it, but I don’t think anyone would feel that way,” I remark skeptically.

      “What if,” she says thoughtfully. “When we get married, we have a dual ceremony?”

      “I’m not sure I’m following,” I admit, intrigued.

      “A wedding and collaring. Something kinky and fun,” Lana proposes with a mischievous smile.

      “I like the way you think,” I reply, a grin spreading across my face.
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      I more than like the idea. I love the idea of not only becoming Brandon’s wife but also being collared by him. As much as I loved the idea of a Dom/sub dynamic, a part of me feared I’d feel trapped or voiceless. I dreamt of having a Dominant of my own, but at the same time, I couldn’t see myself finding contentment or freedom. Until Brandon, I never fully understood how freeing submission truly is.

      I finally understand what Masha said to me all those years ago. That when I found the right Dominant, my submission would be a gift I’d willingly give. She doesn’t like this lifestyle, so I blew her off. I wish I could tell her how right she was and how wrong I was.

      My life and heart are safe with Brandon. Gifting him my submission has been the best decision I’ve ever made. Brandon’s my anchor amidst the tumultuous storms of life. He’s my rock when I’m weak and ready to give up. Knowing I’m going to spend forever with him is a wonderful secret to have, but I’m aching to slip my engagement ring back on my finger and announce to the world that I said yes. Brandon keeps saying that Natalie and Alex won’t be upset if we announce our engagement, too. I’m sure he’s right, but I don’t want to take any of the attention from them. It just doesn’t seem right.

      “Svetlana,” Papa says and waves his hand in front of my face.

      “Yes?”

      “What is on your mind, moya babochka?” He sits in the chair next to me.

      “Nothing, really.” I shrug.

      “You were a million miles away.”

      “I guess I was daydreaming a bit.” My gaze drifts across the courtyard to where Brandon and Owen are talking.

      “That man is very much in love with you,” Papa says softly. “I believe you will get your happily ever after one day very soon.”

      “Do you really think so?” I turn my attention to Papa.

      “I do.” He leans over and kisses my cheek. “We are getting ready to leave. Mama wants to say goodbye.”

      “I wish you could stay longer.” My heart breaks a little each time they leave.

      “Brandon will be flying out in a few weeks. You should come with him.”

      “I wish I could. The law firm I’m interning with is in the middle of a big criminal case. I can’t leave right now.”

      “You’ll be very proud of her, Max,” Brandon says as he walks up next to me. “She was chosen over fifty other applicants.”

      “I have always known the potential that Svetlana has. It is about time the rest of the world also sees it.” Papa beams with pride.

      “Alright, you two.” I push my chair out and get to my feet. “I’m going to say goodbye to Mama.”

      On the way inside the restaurant, Papa and Brandon get stopped by Alex. I leave them behind and go find her. Mama’s standing off to the side, talking on her cell phone. She doesn’t see me coming, which gives me a minute to watch her.

      She’s beginning to show signs of aging. Her dark hair is peppered with grey. I think it looks stunning, but Mama’s unsure if she wants to color it or keep it natural. Fine lines extend from the corners of her eyes. We call them linii kharaktera or character lines. She’s insecure about the physical changes that come with her age, but I think she’s only growing more beautiful. Her head turns, and a smile spreads across her face. She holds a finger up, letting me know she’s almost done with her phone call.

      I nod and walk over to the windows overlooking the street, giving her privacy to finish her call. Outside, Misha stands against their black car. Although he’s talking with Viktor and Pyotr, his eyes continually scan the area.

      “I wish those boys would find a woman. Or a man,” Mama adds.

      “Pyotr and Viktor?” I ask, surprised.

      Misha is married and has a few children, but Pyotr and Viktor are single. I’ve never considered Pyotr’s personal life—or lack thereof. Something very selfish on my part. And Viktor, I honestly don’t know how any woman could tolerate his overprotectiveness. I see how he is with Natalie, and they’re not even in a relationship. I can only imagine how much worse he’d be if he were with someone.

      “They’ve been loyal to our family for so long. I would love to see them find love. I have friends with single daughters,” Mama says and sighs loudly. “But your papa doesn’t want me meddling in their lives. Enough of that.” She turns to me. “When will we see you again?”

      “I’m not sure. My internship is taking up more time than I thought it would. And I have my bar exam scheduled for November.”

      “I can’t believe my little girl is all grown up.”

      “There you are,” Papa says as he walks toward us. “Are you ready to leave, moya vozlyublenny?”

      “I’m never ready to say goodbye.”

      Papa wraps his arm around Mama. “We will see her again soon.”

      After we say our goodbyes, they leave the restaurant and get into the car. Tears run down my face as I watch them drive away.

      “Hey,” Brandon says, wiping the moisture from my cheeks. “Why are you crying?”

      “It’s been hard watching from the sidelines and wishing it was us.”

      “We don’t have to wait. Alex and Natalie won’t be mad if we announce our engagement.”

      “I know.” I thread my fingers with Brandon’s. “But it’s important to let them have this time. I know we’ll get our turn.”

      “We will, mon petite papillon.”
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      Brandon: I need you in the office.

      Me: Can I have ten minutes, Sir?

      I’m in the middle of putting dinner together and need to get it into the oven if we’re going to eat at a decent time.

      Brandon: Put aside whatever you’re doing and come up.

      I roll my eyes but turn the burner off and set the pan aside. In a display of annoyance, I walk up the stairs, ensuring my footsteps are a little louder than they should be. When I get to the office doorway, I nearly collide with Brandon.

      “Put this on,” he says, handing me one of his T-shirts.

      “You want me to get dressed?” I ask in confusion. Brandon prefers to keep me naked at home.

      “Yes. Max and Irina are on video chat.”

      “Why?” In a panic, I hurry to pull the shirt over my head. “Is there something wrong?”

      “They didn’t say, but I don’t think so.” I follow Brandon to the desk and see my parents’ images on the screen. “She’s here,” he says as he takes his seat.

      “What’s wrong?” I grab Brandon’s hand, preparing myself for some unknown awful news.

      “Hello to you, too.” Papa laughs.

      “Hi. What’s wrong?”

      “There is nothing wrong. Your Mama and I have news we want to share.”

      “Okay,” I say hesitantly. Brandon tugs my hand gently, and I sit on his lap.

      “You remember that young Australian girl Natalie met at Moreno’s compound?” Mama asks.

      “Amelia?”

      “Yes, Amelia.” Mama smiles warmly. “We promised Natalie we would personally oversee her treatment, so we brought her to Jelena’s Hope.”

      My parents see Natalie as another daughter, so it doesn’t surprise me that they made that promise. “How is she?”

      “She’s doing as well as to be expected,” Irina states.

      “Amelia is strong. She will do well,” Papa adds.

      “You’ve met her?”

      Early in their recovery, most of the girls distrust men. Despite his kind and caring disposition, Papa’s appearance is intimidating. For that reason, he typically doesn’t interact with the girls until much later in their treatment.

      “I have. Amelia is an exception.” Papa and Mama exchange a smile. “We have decided to adopt her.”

      “Congratulations,” Brandon says without missing a beat.

      Certain I misheard, I ask, “Can you repeat that?”

      “Amelia and I have been working closely at the center,” Mama explains. “She’s an exceptional young lady. We’ve bonded rather quickly.”

      “Your mama introduced us a few weeks ago, and although it has been a little rocky, we are slowly getting to know one another,” Papa adds with a smile on his face. “Your Mama and I already love the girl and wish to legally adopt her.”

      My parents are the most loving and giving people I know. The fact that they’re opening not only their home but their hearts to another child doesn’t surprise me at all.

      “We’ve talked to her therapist about how best to approach the subject and will ask Amelia very soon. We wanted to tell you before we brought it up to her. We weren’t sure how you’d feel about it,” Mama says hesitantly.

      Excitement bubbles inside. I feel like a little kid on Christmas morning. “I’m going to have a little sister?”

      “Yes, moya babochka.” He takes Mama’s hand in his. “Your mama and I hope you will be okay with this.”

      “Of course, I’m okay with it. I’m thrilled.”

      “Congratulations, big sis,” Brandon says and kisses my cheek. “When do we get to meet her?”

      “She’s here now if you’d like to talk to her. Please don’t bring up the adoption,” Mama says.

      “I won’t.” I bounce on Brandon’s lap from sheer excitement. He grabs my hips, stilling me.

      Mama leaves the view of the camera to get Amelia.

      “How old is she?” I inquire.

      “Fifteen,” Papa replies, and a dark shadow crosses his face.

      “The same age as Jelena,” I mumble.

      Papa lowers his voice. “Amelia is still very timid.”

      It isn’t lost on me that he ignored my comment.

      “She’ll come around.” Brandon tries to encourage him.

      “Come on, sweetheart. It’s okay.” I hear Mama before I see her.

      When Amelia comes into view, concern overtakes me, and I struggle to keep a smile on my face. She’s tiny and so very thin—far too thin for her age. Her long red hair is dull and lifeless. Amelia’s hazel eyes dart back and forth between Papa and Mama.

      “Amelia,” Papa says. “I would like to introduce you to our daughter, Svetlana, and her boyfriend, Brandon.”

      “Hello,” she whispers.

      “It’s very nice to meet you,” I say as cheerfully as possible. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “You have?” she asks without looking up.

      My heart aches. I feel her terror from here and can only imagine the hell she lived through at Moreno’s hands.

      “Will you ladies excuse me for a minute?” Papa stands, causing Amelia to startle. “I have to attend to something. I will be back in a few minutes.”

      “Natalie told me about you.”

      “You know Natalie?” She glances at the screen, her eyes wide.

      “Brandon and I both do. Natalie’s my best friend.”

      “Really?” The corners of her mouth turn up in a smile.

      “Cross my heart.” I grin.

      “Mr. Max,” she says, looking over her shoulder. “He said I’ll get to talk to Natalie.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “Amelia has been a guest in our home the past two nights,” Mama says. “She’s staying in your room.”

      “Miss Irina said you wouldn’t be mad.” She wrings her hands. Her body is still on high alert. “I haven’t touched any of your stuff.”

      “I’m not mad at all. And you’re more than welcome to touch anything in there,” I say, keeping my voice soft, hoping to ease her nerves. “There’s a bunch of clothes in my closet. You can look through them and take anything you want.”

      “Really?”

      “Really,” I giggle.

      “You were right,” she whispers to Mama. “She’s very nice.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” Mama pats Amelia’s hand.

      “May I be excused now?” she asks cautiously.

      “Sweetheart, you don’t have to ask.”

      “I forgot. I’m sorry.” Amelia turns back to me. “It was nice to meet you. If you talk to Natalie, can you please tell her I miss her?”

      “I will. I promise.”

      Amelia gives a small wave before turning and leaving.

      Mama waits until she’s out of the room before speaking. “She’s not comfortable around your papa.”

      “I see that.”

      “That’s the thing that worries me most.” Mama’s eyebrows pinch together. “I’m hoping they can work through it.”

      The door cracks open, and Papa peeks in. “Is she gone already?”

      “Amelia was having a snack with Olga when I got her. I think she wanted to finish.” Mama turns back to me. “She and Olga get along very well.”

      “I am envious,” Papa says as he sits. “The child is terrified of me.”

      “You’re a good man, Max,” Brandon says, leaning closer to the screen. “Once she sees that, she’ll come around.”

      “I hope you are right.”

      “Are you sure it’s still a good time for me to come out?” Brandon asks.

      “That is one of the reasons I called. It is best if we hold off on your trip for a few weeks. We are hoping to have Amelia stay here a little longer. It is hard enough with my men and me. I do not want to scare her more than she already is.”

      “My schedule’s wide open. When you’re ready, let me know.”

      “I knew you would understand,” Papa says, then turns his attention to me. “I hope you will consider coming with Brandon and meeting the child.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “I will be in touch.”

      We say our goodbyes, and the screen goes black.

      “How are you really feeling?” Brandon asks.

      “I’m shocked. But I’m so happy.” I shift on his lap so I can see him. “I can’t believe I’m going to have a little sister.”

      “Your parents have so much to offer a child. Amelia’s a lucky little girl.”

      I can’t help but think Jelena had a hand in this. That somehow, she brought Amelia to our family.

      “Now, about what you did to me by bouncing all over my lap like you did,” Brandon says with a mischievous smile.

      “Surely, I don’t know what you mean.” I bite my lower lip.

      Brandon takes my hand and puts it over his hard cock. “Does this give you any hints?”

      “Maybe.”

      With his hands on my hips, he removes me from his lap and pushes his chair back.

      My hands go to his belt, undoing it, and then work on his button and zipper. He lifts his hips, allowing me to slide his pants and boxer briefs down his muscular legs. I lower to my knees between his spread thighs.

      I run my thumb along the slit, already glistening with pre-cum, and then lean forward and do the same with my tongue. My lips feather kisses along the soft skin at the head of his dick, and my tongue makes gentle swirls. Without warning, I take him all the way in until he hits the back of my throat. Brandon takes a deep breath and drops his head back.

      Taking my time, I worship his body with languid movements that alternate between shallow and deep. My hand plays with his balls while I suck and nip at him. His breathing turns shallower, and I know at any minute, he’ll fuck my mouth roughly. It’s a powerful game of cat and mouse, seeing how far I can push him before he loses control.

      I let the tip slip out of my mouth and trail kisses down his length until I reach the base. Then I take him back in, allowing him to feel the tightness of my throat around his cock. He moans as I continue to lick and suck. Slowly, I move my hand up and down his shaft in time with my mouth. He lifts his hips up, encouraging me to give him more. I pull away and look up at him.

      He’s so sexy with his eyes closed and his chest rising and falling. Knowing it’s me doing this to him is arousing. I consider sliding my hand through my wet folds and bringing myself to orgasm with him, but I stop myself and focus all my energy on Brandon.

      Needing to taste him again, I let my tongue trace the ridges of his cock, and then I take him deeper. The tip hits the back of my throat again. I hold myself there for a moment and then slowly pull back. Brandon’s had enough of my teasing. He grabs my hair and thrusts himself all the way into my mouth. His move catches me off guard, and I gag, but he doesn’t let go.

      “Relax and take my cock,” he growls.

      He fucks my face hard and fast. It takes all my concentration to relax my throat and take it all. Brandon pulls my head back and then lifts his hips, ensuring I take all of him. He swells even bigger, and I know he’s close.

      “Do you feel what you do to me?” he asks. I nod. “Do you like sucking my cock, papillon? Tell me you love sucking my cock.”

      He loosens his hold so I can answer him. “I love sucking your cock, Sir.”

      Those words make him lose all control. With both hands on my head, he slams his cock into
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