
  
    
      ANGEL’S CAGE

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      MOLOTOV OBSESSION: BOOK 2

    

    
      
        ANNA ZAIRES

      

    

    
      ♠ MOZAIKA PUBLICATIONS ♠

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt from Terrible Beauty by Anna Zaires

      

      
        Excerpt from White Nights by Anna Zaires and Charmaine Pauls

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2021 Anna Zaires and Dima Zales

        www.annazaires.com

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Except for use in a review, no part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission.

      

        

      
        Published by Mozaika Publications, an imprint of Mozaika LLC.

        www.mozaikallc.com

      

        

      
        Cover by The Book Brander

        www.thebookbrander.com

      

        

      
        Photography from The Cover Lab

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-63142-645-2

        Paperback ISBN: 978-1-63142-646-9

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          CHLOE

        

      

    

    
      I’m back. Back in the devil’s lair.

      The thought loops through my pain-dazed mind as the car rolls to a stop in front of Nikolai’s ultra-modern mountain mansion. A man and two women in hospital scrubs—presumably the medical team Nikolai mentioned—are waiting for us on the driveway with a gurney. Behind them is Alina, Nikolai’s sister, her beautiful face pale and worried.

      I register all this only in passing. All my senses are consumed by the man holding me possessively on his lap.

      Nikolai Molotov.

      The devil himself.

      His powerful arms are wrapped around me, securing me against his large body, and even though I’ve just seen him kill two men, I can’t help but derive comfort from his touch, his warmth, his familiar cedar-and-bergamot scent. His taste lingers on my tongue, my lips throbbing from his kiss, and as much as I want to deny it, dread isn’t the only emotion filling the pit of my stomach at the thought of him keeping me here against my will.

      “Just a few seconds longer, zaychik,” he murmurs, smoothing back my hair, and a shudder ripples through me as my eyes meet his tiger-bright gaze.

      I can see the monster underneath his beautiful façade. It’s now clear as day.

      Pavel jumps out of the car first, opening the door for us, and a wave of dizziness crashes into me as Nikolai climbs out, holding me clasped against his chest. Though he’s careful, the movement sends a stab of nauseating pain through my arm, and the distant mountain peaks spin in a sickening circle in my vision as he gently places me on the gurney.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I focus on breathing and not passing out as I’m wheeled inside the house, with Nikolai barking orders to the medical team in between speaking Russian to Alina and Lyudmila. I presume he’s explaining what happened, but I’m in too much pain to care either way.

      I’ve never been shot before, and it’s not fun.

      When I open my eyes next, I’m in my bedroom, with the doctor and his team bustling around my gurney. Within seconds, an IV is taped to my left arm, and I’m hooked up to several monitors. I have no idea where all this medical equipment came from, but my bedroom appears to have been transformed into a hospital room.

      The doctor, already in scrubs and a surgical mask, asks if I’m allergic to latex or any medication as he pulls on a pair of gloves.

      “No,” I croak out, and one of the nurses attaches a bag of liquid to the top of the IV stand. Immediately, a pleasant lassitude spreads through me, making my lids heavy.

      The last thing I see before the world fades away is Nikolai standing in the corner of the room, his golden eyes trained on me with fierce intensity. There’s still a dark smear on his cheekbone—blood from the man he tortured to get answers—but with the sweet relief of anesthesia spreading through my veins, I can’t help the loopy smile that curves my lips.

      I’ll keep you safe, he said, and as the darkness claims me, I believe him.

      He’ll keep me safe from everyone except himself.
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          NIKOLAI

        

      

    

    
      My sister intercepts me as soon as I step out of Chloe’s room. She must’ve been standing in the hallway the entire time.

      “How is she?”

      “She’ll live, no thanks to you.” My tone is harsh, but I don’t give a fuck.

      It’s Alina’s fault we’re in this mess. She told Chloe I killed our father. She gave her the car keys, enabling her to flee.

      At my words, Alina flinches but stands her ground. Her face is still pale and puffy, but her green eyes are clear and she no longer smells like a drug cocktail. “I mean, what’s her condition? What did the doctor say?”

      I sigh, raking a hand through my hair. “She got lucky. The bullet went straight through her arm, just barely grazing the bone. She’s lost a good amount of blood, but not enough to require a transfusion. She also has a sprained ankle. Other than that, she’s just bruised and scraped all over.”

      “Kolya…” My sister looks as miserable as I’ve ever seen her. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t know about the—”

      “Stop.” I’m not in the mood to listen to her apologies and justifications. She might not have known about the killers hunting Chloe, but that doesn’t excuse what she did. Nor does the fact that she was high on her meds. Before I say something I’ll regret, I ask, “Where’s Slava?”

      “Lyudmila took him to visit the guards. I asked her to keep him out of the way for now, given… you know.” She waves toward Chloe’s door.

      “Good thinking.” I know I shouldn’t mollycoddle my son, but I’m oddly reluctant to expose him to the brutal realities of our life, the way our father did with me. Hunting and fishing is one thing—I’m happy to have Pavel teach Slava that, along with other key life skills—but I’d rather not have him see his tutor covered in blood.

      He’ll learn what it means to be a Molotov eventually, but not yet.

      Alina looks relieved at my praise. “So what happened?” she asks, following me as I head to my room. “Who sent the assassins after her?”

      “It’s a long story.” One I’m still digesting myself. “Suffice it to say, she’s still in danger.”

      Alina grabs my sleeve, bringing me to a halt. “So you didn’t…?”

      “I did.” I put a bullet in the brain of one of the assassins and wounded the other badly enough that he died shortly after—but not before I got a name out of him.

      A name I’m still trying to come to grips with.

      My sister peers at me with a frown etched into her forehead. “But you think there are more coming.”

      “I’m sure of it.”

      “Why? Who is she, Kolya?”

      “That’s what I intend to find out.”

      Pulling out of her hold, I step into my room and close the door.
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      Though Chloe is still under, I’m anxious to get back to her, so I quickly shower and change. Then I fire off a message to Konstantin, updating him on what I’ve learned and asking his team of hackers to look into the man the assassin named as their employer.

      Tom Bransford.

      The presidential candidate who may be Chloe’s father.

      She doesn’t know that last part yet, and I don’t know if I should say anything regarding my suspicions until I have more concrete proof. Right now, the evidence is circumstantial at best, and if I’m wrong, Chloe will have even more reason to think I’m a twisted monster.

      Which I am. I just don’t want her thinking that way about me.

      My chest tightens as I picture the sweet, radiant smile she gave me before the drugs in the IV took hold. I want more of that, not the blank, terrified look she’d worn in the woods when I came toward her, gun in hand, having killed one of her assailants and wounded the other.

      I never want to see that look on her face again.

      Alina is gone when I emerge into the hallway and hurry back to Chloe’s room. I know she’s fine with the doctor and the nurses watching her, but I can’t help the anxiety that gnaws at me each moment she’s out of my sight. She came so fucking close to dying. If I’d shown up a few minutes later, if Konstantin’s team hadn’t been able to hack into the NSA satellite to pinpoint her exact location, if the bullet had pierced her body a few inches to the left—there’s an infinite number of ways this could’ve turned out differently.

      An infinite number of ways I could’ve lost her.

      “She should be coming to in a few minutes,” the doctor informs me when I step into her room. He’s one of the best trauma surgeons in the state; Pavel had him and his team flown in on a chopper from Boise for an exorbitant fee that buys both their services and their discretion.

      “Good. Thanks.” Ignoring the stares from the two female nurses, I approach Chloe, a painful ache squeezing my ribcage as I note the grayish tinge of her bronzed skin. They’ve washed the blood and dirt off her face and arms and dressed her in a hospital gown, but her hair is still matted, with a couple of twigs and leaves caught in the golden-brown strands.

      I remove the debris, dropping it onto the small table next to her gurney. I hate seeing her like this, so small and fragile and wounded. I’d give anything to have been able to take that bullet for her, or better yet, to have woken up a few hours earlier, so I could’ve stopped her from leaving.

      Reaching over, I tenderly stroke my knuckles over her finely shaped jaw. Her skin is soft and warm. Unable to help myself, I rub my thumb over her slightly parted lips. Plush, doll-like lips, the upper slightly fuller than the lower. Sinful lips that could seduce a saint—not that I am or ever have been one.

      Pulling my hand away before my body can react inappropriately, I go to a chair in the corner of the room and settle in to wait as the doctor disappears into the bathroom. The nurses pack up the supplies; as soon as Chloe regains consciousness and is stable, they’ll be leaving.

      True to the doctor’s promise, only a few minutes pass before Chloe stirs, a faint noise escaping her lips as her eyelids flutter open. I’m immediately on my feet, crossing the room toward her.

      “Hi,” she murmurs sleepily, blinking up at me. “Did they already—”

      “Yes, zaychik.” I gently clasp her left hand, being careful not to dislodge the IV in her arm. Her delicate fingers are cold in my grip despite the sheet covering her up to her chest. “How are you feeling? You want something to drink?”

      She blinks again, still clearly dazed, so I press a button to lift the head of her gurney to a half-sitting position, and then I bring a cup of water with a straw to her lips. She sucks on it greedily, making me smile.

      The doctor bustles over and I step back, letting him and his team do their thing. The nurses put Chloe’s right arm in a sling while he asks her a few questions and takes her vitals; then they remove the IV and all the monitoring equipment.

      She’s been deemed awake and stable.

      “Take this for pain as needed,” the doctor tells her, setting a bottle of pills on the table. “And take care not to get the bandage wet. It’ll need to be changed every twenty-four hours.” He glances toward me, and I nod.

      I have a fair amount of experience with gunshot wounds and would be more than happy to play the role of Chloe’s nurse. What I’m not happy about are the painkillers, but I know she’ll need them.

      Her injury may not be life-threatening, but it’ll still hurt like hell.

      “Here, I got this,” I say as the nurses move to lift Chloe, presumably to transfer her to her bed. Shooing them away, I carefully pick her up and carry her over there myself—not a difficult task, as she’s barely heavier than Slava. Though she’s been eating like a lumberjack during the week she’s been here, my zaychik is still much too thin from her month on the run.

      She winces as I lay her down, and I feel it like a stab to my stomach. I’ve never been so viscerally attuned to another person before, to the point that I experience her pain as my own. If there’d been any doubt in my mind about what she means to me, it disappeared the moment I saw her Toyota gone from the garage.

      I’d never known such rage and terror as when I learned the assassins were in the area—when I thought I might not find her in time.

      My guts twist, and I shove the thought away before I’m tempted to strangle Alina. The important thing now is that Chloe is safe here with me. I’ve already told Pavel to beef up our security, in case the assassins had figured out who hired Chloe and conveyed that information to their employer before I found them. I doubt it—the one I tortured seemed to have no idea who I was—but I’m not taking any chances.

      Besides, there’s always the threat of the Leonovs. Alexei will be even more pissed now that we’ve stolen the lucrative Tajik nuclear reactor contract from his family’s Atomprom.

      Pushing that thought away as well, I focus on propping up Chloe on a couple of pillows and covering her with a blanket while the doctor and his team wheel the gurney and all their equipment out of the room.

      A minute later, we’re finally alone.

      I sit on the edge of her bed and pick up her small hand. “Are you comfortable, zaychik?” I ask, rubbing her chilly palm. “Can I get you anything? Something to drink, to eat? I imagine you must be hungry.”

      She swallows and nods. “Some food would be great.” She looks more alert now, her big brown eyes distinctly wary. Her fear has a double-edged effect on me, making my chest ache even as it arouses that primitive, twisted part of me that wants to chase her down and mark her, to claim her in the most brutal way possible.

      Suppressing the dark instinct, I lift her hand to my lips and kiss her knuckles. “I’ll bring it to you. Do you want something to entertain you while you wait? A book or—”

      “I’ll just watch some TV.”

      I smile and hand her the remote. “Okay. I’ll be right back.”

      Leaning over, I drop a quick kiss on her forehead and hurry out of the room.
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          CHLOE

        

      

    

    
      Heart beating unevenly, I watch the door close behind Nikolai’s tall, broad-shouldered figure. My forehead still tingles where his lips touched my skin, even as my mind replays the raw, agony-filled screams of the man he tortured.

      How can a ruthless killer act so caring and tender?

      Is any of that real, or is it just a mask he wears to hide the psychopath within?

      I’m not actually hungry—the anesthesia has made me somewhat nauseated—but I need a few minutes alone. Everything happened so fast I haven’t had a chance to formulate my questions, much less attempt to come up with any answers. One moment, one of my mom’s killers was straddling me, lust gleaming in his flat, dark eyes, and the next, his partner’s brains were all over the forest floor and Nikolai was slicing open my attacker and threatening to remove his intestines.

      Swallowing a surge of nausea, I push aside the recollection. As brutal as Nikolai’s interrogation methods were, they did yield some results, and with the worst of the shock wearing off and my mind clearing from the haze of anesthesia, I can finally think about the implications of what I’ve learned.

      They were there to kill you both, Nikolai had told me in the car before asking if the name Tom Bransford means anything to me.

      Which it does.

      Because it’s been all over the news lately.

      With an unsteady hand, I lift the remote and power on the TV, tuning in to a news channel.

      Sure enough, they’re covering the primary debates, which Bransford appears to be winning, putting him ahead in all the polls.

      My insides roil as I study his image on the screen. If Nikolai is telling me the truth, this is the man responsible for my mom’s murder.

      Youthful and trim at fifty-five years of age, the California senator oozes charm and charisma. His thick, golden-blond hair is barely touched with gray, his eyes are a brilliant blue, and his smile is bright enough to light a warehouse.

      No wonder they’re comparing him to JFK; he could be the dead president’s even more handsome brother.

      I search for signs of evil on his evenly featured face and find none. But then again, why would I? However good-looking Bransford is, he can’t hold a candle to Nikolai’s darkly magnetic appeal, and I know what he’s capable of. I’m not the only one dazzled by Nikolai, either. Even woozy from anesthesia, I couldn’t miss the covetous looks the nurses surreptitiously cast toward him.

      I’ve never been out in public with my employer, but I imagine panties drop left and right when he walks down the street.

      A bizarre pang of jealousy strikes me at the thought, and I realize I’m getting distracted from the key question.

      Why?

      Why would a leading presidential candidate want to kill me and my mom?

      It makes no sense. None whatsoever. Mom couldn’t have been further removed from politics if she’d lived in the Amazon jungle, and God knows I don’t follow the stuff. As embarrassing as it is to admit, I didn’t even vote in the last election, being too busy with starting college and all. Nor have I ever met Bransford in any capacity; I have a good memory for faces, and his is more memorable than most.

      Maybe Mom had encountered him somehow? At the restaurant she’d worked at, perhaps?

      It’s possible, theoretically. The upscale hotel the restaurant is attached to is frequented by all sorts of VIPs. Maybe Bransford had stayed there during a visit to Boston, and Mom witnessed him doing something he shouldn’t have.

      But then why would he want to kill me as well? Unless… was he afraid Mom had told me whatever it was she knew about him?

      Holy crap. Maybe she hid some kind of evidence at her apartment, and he thinks I know where it is.

      Excited, I sit up, only to fall back onto the mound of pillows with a groan. The anesthesia is definitely wearing off because that movement hurt. A lot. It felt like hot knives plunging into my arm, and the rest of my body isn’t doing much better.

      It’s as if I’ve been knocked off my feet by an actual truck, instead of an assassin the size of one.

      Before I can catch my breath and refocus, the door opens and Nikolai walks in, holding a tray of covered dishes.

      My heart launches into a sprint, and what little breath I did recover evacuates my lungs.

      Without the veil of shock dulling my senses and the distraction of the medical staff bustling around me, his effect on me is devastatingly, terrifyingly potent. I’ve never known a man who could make my body react by merely walking into a room. And it’s not just his looks; it’s everything about him, from the raw animal intensity in his striking amber-green gaze to the aura of power he wears as comfortably as one of his custom-made suits.

      Right now, he’s dressed more casually in a pair of dark jeans and a light-blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He must’ve changed and showered while I was under, I realize; not only are his clothes different from what he’d worn in the car, but the smear on his cheekbone is gone and his raven’s wing hair is slicked back wetly, exposing the sharp symmetry of his striking features.

      Greedily, my eyes trace over his face, from the thick black slashes of his eyebrows to the full, sensuous shape of his mouth. For once, it’s not curved in that dark, cynical way of his; instead, the smile on his lips is warm, tinged with unsettling tenderness.

      “I had Pavel warm up some leftovers and prepare a selection of different snacks,” he says, crossing the room toward me as I reflexively power off the TV. His deep, rough-silk voice is like a caress to my ears, so much more pleasant than the newscaster’s strident tones. Placing the tray on my nightstand, he takes a seat next to me and begins uncovering the dishes one by one. “I figured you might be dealing with some nausea, so I have some plain toast here as well.”

      Wow. Could he be any more considerate? If I hadn’t seen him kill and torture with my own eyes, I would’ve never believed him capable of such cruelty—even with that dark, dangerous vibe I kept getting from him.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, trying not to think of his hands wielding a blade that sliced open a man as he extends the tray toward me, letting me pick what I want. There’s everything from cut-up fruit to stuffed blintzes to cold cuts and various cheeses, but I am still nauseated, especially with the gruesome images refusing to leave my mind, so I just grab the plain toast and a handful of grapes.

      He watches me eat with an approving half-smile, and I try not to think about how warm that smile makes me feel—and not just in a sexual way. It’s an illusion, this feeling of safety and comfort he gives me, a leftover from when I thought he was a good man who just had trouble connecting with his young son.

      I was beginning to fall for that man.

      No. I’m lying to myself. I did fall for him, so much so that even with Alina’s terrifying revelations ringing in my ears, I had turned my car around and was heading back here when the assassins ambushed me.

      His own sister told me he was a monster, and I didn’t believe her. I didn’t want to believe her.

      I still don’t.

      “Where’s Slava? How is he?” I ask, choosing the most innocuous topic I can think of. There are so many things we need to discuss, from Bransford’s motivations to whether or not I’m a prisoner here, but I’m not ready to go there yet.

      That last question, in particular, is too disturbing to contemplate at the moment.

      “He’s just returned from a walk with Lyudmila,” Nikolai replies. “Alina had her take him away before our arrival.”

      “Ah, good.” I was worried the child might’ve seen us from his window. “What will you tell him about… you know?” I wave at my sling with my left hand.

      “We’ll just say you fell on a branch.” His jaw tightens. “I’d rather he didn’t know you left him.”

      “I didn’t—” I stop, because I did. I was coming back, but Nikolai doesn’t know that. Nor am I planning to tell him.

      I don’t want him to know how easily he’d fooled me, how even now, a part of me refuses to believe that he’s a killer as ruthless as the men who’d murdered my mom.

      His tiger eyes narrow with speculative interest. “You didn’t what?”

      “Nothing.” The word comes out unconvincingly fast. I scramble to cover it up. “I just meant, I didn’t leave him.”

      It’s as if a thundercloud passes over Nikolai’s face, blocking out all light and warmth. His gaze turns shuttered, his magnificent features taking on a statue-like hardness. “Right. You left me. Because of what Alina told you.”

      I swallow hard. I’m not sure I’m ready to go there either, but it looks like I have no choice. Ignoring the throbbing pain in my arm, I push up to a more upright position. “Did she lie?” My voice wavers slightly. “Did she make it all up?”

      He stares at me, the silence stretching into painfully long seconds. “No,” he finally says. “She didn’t.”

      Something inside me withers. Up until this moment, I’d still held out hope that his sister was wrong, that despite what I saw him do to the two assassins, he’s not guilty of the horrific crime of patricide. But there’s no room for doubt now.

      By his own admission, the man in front of me killed his father.

      “What happened? Why—” My voice cracks. “Why did you do it?”

      He doesn’t respond for another long, nerve-racking moment. His face is that of a stranger, dark and closed-off. “Because he deserved it.” His words fall like a hammer, heavy and brutal. “Because he was a Molotov. Like me.”

      I dampen my dry lips. “I don’t understand.” My heart pounds against my ribcage, each beat echoing in my ears. A part of me wants to shut this down and run away screaming, while another, infinitely more foolish part longs to curve my palm over the harsh, uncompromising line of his jaw, offering comfort with my touch.

      Because hidden underneath that hard, emotionless façade is pain.

      There has to be.

      He opens his mouth to reply when someone knocks on the door. The sound is quiet, tentative, but it kills the moment as surely as a gunshot.

      Springing to his feet, Nikolai strides over to the door to open it.

      “Konstantin is on the phone,” Alina says from the doorway. “His team has found something.”
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          CHLOE

        

      

    

    
      My stomach is in knots by the time Nikolai returns, the toast I’ve eaten sitting inside like a rock. I know Konstantin is his older brother, the tech genius of the family, and I strongly suspect that the “something” his team has found relates to my situation.

      Now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, Konstantin is probably how Nikolai had known all those things about me from the beginning—like the fact that I hadn’t posted on my highly private social media during my month on the run. And he’s also how Nikolai got access to the police files and discovered that they’d been altered to make my mom’s murder look even more like a suicide.

      Konstantin and his team must be the “resources” Nikolai mentioned during the car ride here, the advantage he has over Bransford.

      Sure enough, Nikolai’s face is grim as he takes a seat on the edge of my bed and clasps my left hand in his strong palm. His touch both warms and chills me. “Chloe, zaychik…” His tone is worrisomely gentle. “There’s something you should know.”

      My heart, which was already galloping in my chest, does a backflip. His gaze is no longer that of a stranger; instead, there’s pity in his golden tiger stare.

      Whatever he’s about to say is awful, I can tell.

      “How much do you know about the circumstances of your conception?” he asks in that same gentle tone. “Did your mother ever talk about it?”

      It’s as if an icy wind sweeps through my insides, freezing every cell on the way. “My conception?” My voice sounds like it’s coming from some other part of the room, some other person.

      He can’t mean what I think he’s saying. There’s no way Bransford is—

      “Twenty-four years ago, your mother lived in California,” Nikolai says quietly. “In San Diego.”

      I nod on autopilot. Mom had told me that much. She’d lived all over southern California, in fact. After the missionary couple who’d adopted her from Cambodia were killed in a car accident, she’d gone from one foster home to another until she emancipated herself at seventeen—the same year she’d given birth to me.

      “She wasn’t the only one who lived in San Diego at the time,” Nikolai continues. “So did a certain brilliant young politician whose local campaign she volunteered at to get extra credit for her American History class.”

      The icy wind inside me turns into a winter gale. “Bransford.” My voice is barely a whisper, but Nikolai hears it and nods, squeezing my hand gently.

      “The one and only.”

      I stare at him, simultaneously boiling over with emotions and numb. “What are you saying?”

      “Your mother tried to commit suicide when she was sixteen. Did you know about that?”

      My head nods of its accord. When I was a child, Mom had always worn bracelets and bangles around her wrists, even at home, even while cooking and cleaning and bathing me. It wasn’t until I was almost ten that I walked in on her changing and discovered the faint white lines on her wrists. She sat me down then and explained that when she’d been a teenager, she’d gone through a difficult time that had culminated in her trying to take her own life.

      “She said it had been a mistake.” My throat is so tight each word scrapes it on the way out. “She told me she was glad she’d failed because soon after, she learned she was pregnant. With me.”

      His eyes turn opaque. “I see.”

      He sees? Sees what? Suddenly enraged, I yank my hand out of his grasp and sit up all the way, ignoring the accompanying wave of dizziness and pain. “What exactly are you trying to tell me? What does her suicide attempt have to do with Bransford? Did he try to kill her that time too? Is that his freaking MO?”

      “No, zaychik.” Nikolai’s gaze fills with that disconcerting pity again. “I’m afraid that attempt wasn’t staged. But there’s reason to believe that Bransford was responsible. According to the hospital records my brother’s team dug up, your mother had been to the ER twice that year: once for the suicide attempt, and two months earlier as a rape victim.”

      A rape victim? I stare at him, black flecks dotting the edges of my vision. “Are you saying Bransford raped her?”

      “She never filed any charges nor named her attacker, so we can’t know for sure, but her first ER visit coincided with the last day of her volunteering at the campaign. She never went back after that—and nine months later, almost to the day, she gave birth to a baby girl. You.”

      The black dots multiply, taking over more of my vision. “No. No, that’s not… No.” I sway as the room blurs in my vision.

      Nikolai’s strong arms are already around me. “Here, lean back.” I’m guided back onto the mound of pillows. “Take a few deep breaths.” His warm palm smooths my hair back from my clammy forehead. “That’s right, just like that,” he murmurs as I attempt to obey, dragging shallow inhales into my unnaturally stiff lungs. “It’s okay, zaychik. Just breathe…”

      The dizziness recedes, slowly but surely, and by the time Nikolai pulls back, my brain is functioning again—and beginning to process what he’s told me.

      Mom had been raped.

      Nine months later, I was born.

      I want to throw up.

      I want to scrub my skin raw and boil my DNA in bleach.

      “She never…” My voice falters. “She never talked about my father. Not even once. And I asked, repeatedly.”

      Nikolai nods, watching me with that same unsettling pity.

      The words keep coming out of my mouth, like water leaking from a faulty pipe. “She told me it had been a difficult time in her life. She dropped out of high school. Got a job as a waitress and applied for legal emancipation, on account of the pregnancy and all.”

      He nods again, letting me work it out on my own—and I do. Because for the first time, so much about my mom makes sense. It had always puzzled me how she’d gotten pregnant because as far as I knew, she’d been the polar opposite of a wild teen. Though Mom had rarely talked about herself, I’d gleaned enough to know she’d been a straight-A student prior to dropping out, too quiet and introverted to go out to parties and flirt with boys. Nor had she displayed any interest in dating as an adult; she’d never brought home a single boyfriend, never left me with a babysitter to go out and have fun. As a kid, I thought that was normal, but as I got older, I realized just how strange it was for a beautiful young woman to close herself off like that.

      It was as if she’d taken a vow of chastity… or never recovered from the trauma of rape.

      “Do you think…” I swallow the sour bile in my throat. “Do you think he knew? About her pregnancy? About… me?”

      I always thought my father had simply walked away from the responsibility, though Mom had never said that outright, only implied it. I figured he’d been a teenager himself, someone who just wasn’t ready to be a parent. But this—this changes everything. Mom might not have even told him of my existence. Why would she have, if he’d raped her?

      Except… he has to know now.

      Because he killed her and tried to do the same to me.

      Oh God.

      I barely hold back a surge of vomit.

      My biological father is not only a rapist—he’s a murderer.

      Nikolai takes my hand in his again, his touch shockingly warm on my icy skin. “I think he had to know,” he says, echoing my thoughts. “Maybe not from the beginning, but later on, for sure.”

      “Because he tried to kill us.”

      “Yes—and because of the scholarship you got.”

      I blink, not comprehending at first. Then his words filter through. “You mean… he paid for my college?”

      “Konstantin is tracing the exact source of those funds, but I’m almost certain about what he’s going to uncover.” Nikolai’s eyes are somber on my face. “It was a private scholarship, zaychik, intended for only one recipient: you. Remember how you told me that your friend applied for it and didn’t get it, despite being even more qualified than you? That’s because it was never meant for her. That money was yours all along.”

      Fuck. He’s right. My friend Tanisha had been our class valedictorian with perfect SAT scores, but she didn’t get this full-ride scholarship to Middlebury—I did. I even told Nikolai how strange that was. Except…

      “I don’t understand. Why would he do that? Why would he pay for my education if he hated me and my mom? If he… planned to kill us?” I can barely utter the last words.

      Nikolai squeezes my hand. “I don’t know for sure, but I have a theory. I think your mother contacted him at some point and told him about you. And I think she threatened him. It was likely something along the lines of ‘if you don’t provide the funds for our daughter’s education, I’ll go public with my story.’”

      “You think she blackmailed him?”

      At Nikolai’s nod, I sink deeper into the pillows, shaking my head. “No. No, you’re wrong. Mom wouldn’t have done that. She’s not—she wasn’t…” To my shame, my eyes flood with tears, my throat closing as a wave of crushing grief catches me off-guard.

      “A criminal? A blackmailer?” Nikolai’s deep voice is gentle as his thumb massages my palm in soothing circles. Tactfully, he waits until I get myself under control, then says quietly, “You have to remember, zaychik, she was a mother first and foremost. A single mother who worked as a waitress, whose earnings couldn’t have covered even a fraction of the exorbitant costs of college education in this country. What would you have done to ensure your child’s future?”

      I would’ve done whatever I had to—and most likely, it had been the same for Mom.

      “If that’s true, why did he wait?” I ask in desperation. Some childish part of me is still hoping that this is all a huge misunderstanding, that my biological father isn’t a total monster. “Why pay for all four years of my schooling and then try to kill us? If he’d already spent the money—”

      “It wasn’t about the money. He’s rich enough to have paid for ten illegitimate daughters.” Nikolai’s tone hardens. “It’s about his career. His run for president.”

      Of course. The stakes are infinitely higher now, and while some politicians thrive on scandal, Bransford is an all-American icon of middle-class morals and values, with a squeaky-clean reputation that won’t survive this kind of hit.

      Still, assuming all of this is true, there’s something that doesn’t fully make sense. I can see how Mom was a threat to him, since she could go public with her story at any point. But why try to kill me?

      How villainous do you have to be to send assassins after your own child? Especially if she knows nothing about you?

      Then, in a burst, it comes to me.

      “I’m walking proof of his crime, aren’t I?” I say, staring at Nikolai. “A single DNA test, and he’s toast. Even if he tries to claim it was consensual, Mom was still underage at the time of my conception. Sixteen to his thirty-plus.”

      Nikolai nods. “At the very least, he’s guilty of statutory rape. It’s the rare case where it’s not his word against hers. No matter how he tries to spin it, what he did is a criminal offense.”

      “And he probably doesn’t know that Mom never told me about him. As far as he’s concerned, I can pop up at any moment, publicly claiming him as my father.”

      “Afraid so, zaychik.” He tilts his head, studying me intently. “Are you okay?”

      I start to nod on autopilot, then shake my head. “No. No, I’m not. I need a minute.” Or ten thousand minutes. Or the rest of my life.

      My biological father is a rapist and a murderer who’s trying to kill me.

      I don’t know how to even begin processing that.

      Gaze filled with understanding, Nikolai squeezes my hand again, then curves his palm over my jaw and leans in, stroking my cheek with the edge of his thumb. “I’ll let you rest, zaychik,” he murmurs, his breath warm and subtly sweet against my lips. “We’ll talk more when you’re feeling better.”

      Closing the small distance between us, he kisses me. His lips are gentle on mine, tender, yet I can sense the hungry possessiveness underneath the restraint. It terrifies me nearly as much as my body’s instinctive response.

      I may evade Bransford with his help, but there will be no evading him.

      There’s no escape from the devil.
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      Closing the door behind myself, I make a mental note to install some cameras in Chloe’s room, the way I have in Slava’s. Not because I feel compelled to watch her every moment of every day—though that need is definitely there—but because I’m worried about her.

      I’ve had my entire life to come to terms with my fucked-up heritage, and there are days when I’m still tempted to slit my own throat. That or get a vasectomy, so the mistake I’d made that night with Ksenia can never be repeated. I wasn’t even aware that the condom was faulty, but it must’ve been.

      That’s the only explanation for the existence of my son.

      I was planning to go to my office, but my feet carry me to his room instead, propelled by the same compulsion I’m experiencing with Chloe.

      Daddy, he called me when I returned home last night. I’d been too distracted by everything related to Chloe to take it in fully, but now I can’t help thinking about that word and the way my ribcage had filled with a strange, piercingly sweet ache. And it’s all because of her.

      Chloe Emmons had not only discerned my deepest, most secret wish regarding my son; she’d made it come true.

      Quietly, I push open the door to Slava’s bedroom and step in. As usual, he’s on the floor, diligently working on his LEGO castle. Lyudmila told me once that my son has a remarkably long attention span for a child who’s not yet five, and I suppose that must be true. From what I can recall of my younger brother, Valery, at this age, he was always running around and getting into trouble. Slava, on the other hand, is quiet and focused, much more the way Konstantin was as a child. I wonder if Slava has inherited my older brother’s aptitude for math and programming as well. I should probably introduce him to these subjects and find out.

      At my entrance, his eyes—my eyes in miniature—shoot up to my face, the look in them equal parts quizzical and wary. My chest tightens with the usual discomfort, but I ignore the urge to back away, distancing myself from the unsettling feeling. Instead, I crouch in front of my son, giving his LEGO creation my full attention, the way I’ve seen Chloe do.

      “That’s a very nice castle,” I say in Russian, studying the carefully assembled building blocks in front of me. Though Slava’s English skills are rapidly improving under Chloe’s tutelage, he’s far from fluent in the language of our adopted country. “Did it take you long to build it?”

      He blinks at me for a couple of moments before a shy smile blooms on his face. “You like it?”

      “I do.” I mean it, too. The castle displays admirable symmetry and complexity, especially given the fact that it was put together by such tiny hands. Even if math and computers turn out not to be Slava’s strengths, he might have a future in architecture and structural design.

      That is, if he doesn’t take after me and Valery—and every other Molotov before us.

      My mood darkens, but I force myself to maintain a calm, inquisitive expression as I ask again how long it’d taken him to build the castle.

      “I worked on it in the morning and again after I came back from the woods,” Slava says, visibly more comfortable with me now. He’s still nowhere near as chatty and animated as he is with Chloe, but I consider this progress. Before, he’d reply to most of my questions with just a word or two, or stay completely silent.

      For the next few minutes, he shows me all the ins and outs of the castle—there are turrets and towers and big windows, the latter similar to the ones in our house—and then he shyly asks where Chloe is and why he hasn’t seen her all day.

      “She’s resting,” I tell him. “A branch injured her arm, so we had to have some doctors come out here and fix it. She’s all better now, but she’ll be staying in bed for a couple of days while it heals.”

      As I speak, his eyes grow wide with worry. “Chloe is hurt?”

      “Only a little bit. She’ll be better soon.”

      He still looks concerned. “She won’t die, like Mama?”

      It’s like a shard of glass goes through my chest. “No, Slavochka. I won’t let that happen.” Alina told me he occasionally asks her about Ksenia, but this is the first time I’ve heard him talk about his mother—and I hate it.

      I hate her for hiding him from me all those years, and I hate even more that she got herself killed in a car crash, leaving him with her vile family.

      At my words, Slava brightens. “Can Chloe stay with us forever?”

      Now this is a question I’m happy to answer. “Yes.” I look my son square in the face. “She can, and she will.”

      No force on earth is powerful enough to take Chloe away from me now that I have her back. I will do whatever it takes to keep her—both for Slava and for myself.
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      She’s asleep when I stop by her room on the way to my office, so I let her rest. That’s what she needs now. Her physical injuries will heal in a matter of weeks, but the emotional wounds are a different matter. I contemplated not telling her what Konstantin uncovered about Bransford and his relationship with her mother, but I decided it was important that she know—that she understand the full extent of the danger she’s in.

      I didn’t tell her everything, though
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