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            Note to readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello, my lovely Broken Kings readers,

      Mikhail Romanov never planned on falling in love. Control was enough. Power was enough. He had his empire, his rules, and an iron grip on everything around him. He knew exactly what his future looked like.

      Then Emma happened.

      She was never supposed to become the center of his world, but we all know how well that worked out for him.

      In Claimed King, the explosive conclusion to Scarred King, everything Mikhail and Emma have built will be tested. Promises will be broken. Enemies will close in. Secrets will surface. And the war that has been brewing around them will finally come for the one thing Mikhail cannot afford to lose.

      His wife.

      Mikhail didn’t build his kingdom by surrendering, and when someone dares to take what he loves most, they’re about to discover exactly how far a Romanov will go to get her back.

      This book has everything I love about Mikhail and Emma—the obsession, the banter, the heat, the danger, the family they never expected to build, and a king who finally learns that loving someone doesn’t make him weaker. It gives him something worth burning the world down to protect.

      I hope you love watching this scarred, stubborn, impossible man fall the rest of the way.

      Enjoy the epic conclusion to Mikhail and Emma’s story.

      Welcome back to the kingdom. [image: black heart][image: crown]

      Zoe

      

      TW: This is a criminal world with dark characters. Depictions of torture, murder, and human trafficking. Non-consensual surveillance,  Explicit sexual contest, BDSM, graphic murders, violence. Also praise kink, baby-in-her, bondage and submission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note to you from Mikhail

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ve already seen what Emma did to me.

      She became my wife. My weakness. My entire fucking world.

      Now someone thinks they can take her from me.

      They’re about to learn why men fear the Romanov name.

      —Mikhail

      

      
        
        Blood crowns the claimed.
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            Claimed King Playlist

          

          CLAIMED KING

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Playlist on Spotify

      

        

      
        Wonder — Shawn Mendes

        Before You Go — Lewis Capaldi

        Things We Lost in the Fire — Bastille

        High Enough — K.Flay

        Tennessee Whiskey — Austin Giorgio

        Adore You — Harry Styles

        Nice to Meet Ya — Niall Horan

        Earned It — The Weeknd

        No Gentleman — Luma Noir

        Something About You — Michele Morrone

        I Wanna Be Yours — Arctic Monkeys

        Against Me — Scout Speer & Austin Giorgio

        I See Red — Everybody Loves an Outlaw

        Love Me Harder — Ariana Grande & The Weeknd

        Keeping Me Alive — Jonathan Roy

        Let Me Down Slowly — Alec Benjamin

        Wicked Games — The Weeknd

        Hold Me in the Dark — Myles Smith

        Dark Room — Michele Morrone

        Infinity — Jaymes Young

        Play with Fire — Sam Tinnesz feat. Yacht Money

        Something in the Orange — Zach Bryan

        Leather and Lace — Stevie Nicks & Don Henley

        The Night We Met — Lord Huron

        I Want It All — ÖMIDO, Mandrazo & Rick Jansen

        Love Me to Death — Nikki Idol

        Heavy in Your Arms — Florence + The Machine

        My Strange Addiction — Billie Eilish

        Natural — Imagine Dragons

        Angel by the Wings — Sia

        No One Cares — Michele Morrone

        Iris — Goo Goo Dolls

        The End — EMO

        Lovely — Billie Eilish & Khalid

        Breathe Me — Sia

        Elastic Heart — Sia

        Control — Zoe Wees

        Human — Rag’n’Bone Man

        Hard for Me — Michele Morrone

        Gangsta — Kehlani

        Dangerous Love — Mandrazo & Rick Jansen

        Die on This Hill — Sienna Spiro

        Fix You — Coldplay

        Dusk Till Dawn — ZAYN feat. Sia

        Until I Found You — Stephen Sanchez

        Fever Dream — Alex Warren

        Someday — OneRepublic

        A Thousand Years — Christina Perri

        Home — Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeros

        You Should See Me in a Crown — Billie Eilish

        Kill of the Night — Gin Wigmore

        Paradise — Coldplay

        Beautiful Things — Benson Boone

        I Get to Love You — Ruelle

        Home — Phillip Phillips

        Dad — Michele Morrone
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            The Things I Do to My Wife

          

          WHEN THE DOOR LOCKS[image: red heart]

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Don’t blame me if this ruins you.

        —Mikhail

      

      

      
        
        The Things I Do to My Wife

        Playlist

      

      

      
        
        No Gentleman — Luma Noir

        I Want It All — ÖMIDO, Mandrazo & Rick Jansen

        365 DNI — EMO & Marissa

        Keeping Me Alive — Jonathan Roy

        The Devil Wears Lace — Steven Rodriguez

        Strip — Youn Duo & Tray

        Engraved on Your Skin — Elvis Drew & KAIT

        Chokehold — Austin Giorgio

        Bad Talk — Elvis Drew & Avivian

        Something About You — Michele Morrone

        Hurt People — Two Feet & Madison Love

        Against Me — Scout Speer & Austin Giorgio

        Faithful (Stripped) — Bobi Andonov

        Your Body and a Gun — Michele Morrone

        Midnight Confession — Robin Cause

        Sexy in Paris — Nikki Idol

        Know My Soul — Michele Morrone

        Love Me to Death — Nikki Idol

        You’re Such a Bad Girl — Bartek Turski

        Love Me Harder — Steven Rodriguez

        Flames — MOD SUN feat. Avril Lavigne

        Closer — Nine Inch Nails

        Often — The Weeknd

        Or Nah — Ty Dolla $ign feat. The Weeknd, Wiz Khalifa & DJ Mustard

        Tear You Apart — She Wants Revenge

        Partition — Beyoncé

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In order of importance:

      

        

      
        Mikhail Romanov, [image: crown] Pakhan, age 40

        Emma Bishop, [image: gem stone][image: upside-down face] 22, college dropout, works at the Inferno, housekeeping

        Aleksandr Romanov (Aleks)  [image: kitchen knife] [image: skull], age 37 ], brutal, violent. Vicious King

        Viktor Romanov (Middle) [image: performing arts] [image: skull] age 32, Deceptive King

        Maxim Romanov (Youngest)[image: laptop] or [image: locked with key], age 30, hacker, surveillance, Obsessed King

        Ekatrina Romanov, Ekaterina or Yekaterina, or modern, mother to the four boys, was widowed when her husband was killed in a failed coup.

        Irina “Ree” Romanov, bodyguard to Emma and the Romanov’s cousin, Mikhail, affectionately calls her Ree.

        Grigoriy Romanov, their uncle, on their father’s side,  the uncle who runs the family’s empire in Russia after the failed coup, is Russian-born

        Isaak Romanov, Mikhail’s nephew, son of Vasily Romanov

        Vasily Romanov, uncle and brother of Grigoriy Romanov, father of Issak.

      

        

      
        Mikhail’s Staff

        Anatoly Stepanov, Mikhail’s trusted advisor

        Daniil Vasiliev, Mikhail’s butler

        Konstantin “Kostya” Lebedev, Emma’s driver and bodyguard

        Valeriya Sokolova, Mikhail’s ex-girlfriend, was involved in the family’s coup in Russia 15 years ago

      

        

      
        Emma’s Friends and Family

        Penny Reyes, Emma’s friend and coworker in housekeeping

        Divine, a drag queen, outfits stars and high-class clientele

        Sloane, Head of Public Relations and Media for the casino

        Gran, Emma’s grandmother

        Ryan Bishop, Emma’s younger brother

        Sylvie, home health nurse for Gran

      

        

      
        Easter Eggs-Cross-over series

        Dmitry Volkov, Enforcer, assign for the Volkovs, crosses over to the Volkov Bratva Series, (Brutal Promise)

        Julia, she is a black hat, friend of Maxim’s (cross over to the Borrelli Mafia Series (Scandalous Vows)

      

        

      
        Anton Sokolov, a former Romanov enforcer who’s gone rogue

        Kazimir Karelin, works for Romanov’s

        Marco Vuković, Serbian human trafficker

        Dragan Kovačević, Brother to Marco. Into trafficking children as well as women.

        Nikolai “Kolya” Asimov, Aleks’s trusted second-in-command.

        Sergey Levin, Mikhail’s father’s friend, older man from his father’s empire. He believes in the old ways, an opportunist, he oversees trade routes.
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            The Council

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Council of Romanov Bratva

      

      

      Seven with two alternates

      Anatoly Stepanov, Mikhail’s advisor, is allowed.

      Mikhail Romanov, Pakhan

      There are four senior captains sitting beneath him. These are long-standing lieutenants who control territory, money, or logistics. They are not family.

      Pavel Chernov, Runs Clubs, Entertainment, friendly to the Romanovs

      Sergey Levin, trade routes, new blood, worked his way up the ranks.

      Vasily Romanov, the Russian-born uncle, loyal to the family.

      Ivan Petrov, part of the old guard, survived the coup in Russia and came over to have more with Mikhail. Deals with supply, Finance, and Political Laundering, plausible necessity, infrastructure, and influence.

      Andrei Malenkov, Strategic Expansion & Emerging Markets, the youngest member, who worked his way up quickly, modernizing and thinking bigger markets.

      Pyotr Morozov, he attends when money, exposure, or reputation is at risk. When he speaks, it’s because someone asked.

      Two seats are conditional as the situation warrants. These are the dangerous ones.

      Ekatrina Romanova is summoned if someone dies, or  when needed:

      • special councils

      • deadlocked votes

      • matters involving legacy, succession, or internal betrayal

      That makes her presence ominous. When she appears, everyone knows something has gone wrong.

      The brothers may attend when their expertise is needed, or when it concerns them and their part in the overall decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Russian Words

          

        

      

    

    
      Some may or may not be in this book.

      Blyat (блядь) is a Russian swear word. I understand it as roughly meaning “fuck,” “shit,” or “damn,” depending on context and tone.

      
        
        Detka → “baby”/“babe.” smooth, universal, dirty talk friendly.

        dorogoya, my dear, my darling

        Govorí eto snóva. You’re beautiful.

        Lyubimaya, yubimaya, “my beloved” or “my darling” (feminine). [image: red heart] A man would say it to a woman he loves.

        It’s one of the most tender Russian endearments — deeper than just darling, closer to beloved one / the one I love.

        lapochka, Sweetheart, dear one

      

        

      
        moya malenkaya vorovka, “You’ve already stolen more than you know.”

        [image: gem stone] Moya malenkaya vorovka, My little thief

        [image: fire]  Malyshka, Little one / baby girl— used as possessive, sensual, protective, or  low, rough, bedroom whisper territory.

        [image: black heart]  Moya vorovka syertsa, My thief of the heart

        (vulnerable, reverent — the moment he admits love without saying the word.)

        “Moya vorovka syertsa,” he whispers. “You stole more than I ever meant to give.”

        Moya printsessa, “my princess”

        Malyshka, Little one/baby girl, a tender but possessive pet name.

        Tone-wise:

        •	Sweet → like “baby” or “sweetheart.”

        •	Dominant/possessive → like “my little one,” when used by a man in a heated or controlling moment.

        [image: black heart]Printsessa, princess

      

        

      
        Ty ukrala bolshe chem znayesh, You stole more than you know.

        Ty moya. Navsegda. I’ll kill anyone who tries to take you.

        Vernost’. Sila. Sem’y, Loyalty. Strength. Family.

      

      

      

      Specific to Mikhail:

      
        
        Moya malyshka → my baby girl.

        Мoya malenkaya vorovka – my  little or small female thief

        Moya vorovka  syertsa— My thief of my heart, my thief of the heart.”

        Ty ukrala bolshe chem znayesh—“You stole more than you know.” Meant as a confession — quiet devastation disguised as calm.
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          WAR JUST ANNOUNCED ITSELF

        

      

    

    
      I steal away from the reception, planning to return to Emma before she misses me. No. That’s not true. I can only go so long before my need to see her takes over and I find myself seeking her out. There are only so many times I can watch the videos of her at the penthouse before the need to touch her consumes me.

      Anatoly arranged for an impromptu meeting with my brothers to address the emergency standing in my hotel. I walk in slow enough to read the room. Viktor’s jaw is set, but he runs his hand over the scruff on his chin anyway. Maxim leans against the wall, arms crossed. I know he’s thinking. Aleksandr is already pacing, and I know he wants to paint the room red.

      “She’s a problem,” he says. “Let me handle it.”

      By handling it, he means the body will never surface. I wish it were that easy.

      “She hurt you,” he growls as he stalks toward me. He’s spiraling, and I understand his frustration.

      He looks me dead in the eye. “You know she’s circling your wife. For God’s sake, Mikhail, you need to end this before it’s too late. You know this won’t end well.”

      The worst part is that he’s right.

      “I wish it were that easy.” My eyes have no malice in them when they meet his. “But that’s the wrong play. We need to round up all of them. Otherwise, we’ll have another war once this one ends.”

      He knows I’m right, but it doesn’t calm him.

      “She wasn’t invited,” Anatoly says.

      Of course she wasn’t.

      He continues, “Our men checked all the guests, and we found one man who said she seemed too familiar with you. Even though her name wasn’t on the list, she was throwing your name around as if she belonged to the family.” His eyes shift to me before he continues. “He assumed she was supposed to be here.”

      “And?” I demand, waiting for the part that matters. Christ, was it really that easy to crash my wedding?

      His eyes are filled with dread. “He let her in because she arrived with a council member.” He hesitates before quietly adding, “She was Ivan’s plus-one.”

      Of course she was. Ivan did this on purpose. It’s a threat that has returned from my buried past, the ghost he was referring to. He brought her here to torment me when I least expected it.

      Emma is a distraction. I was dancing with my wife, having a normal moment, a normal day—my wedding day, and he found a way to steal my moment. He wants me to act irrationally so he can weaken me in front of my men.

      I must have missed something. I’ve allowed myself to be consumed with my wife, and that’s exactly how mistakes happen. In my heart, I know it’s only a matter of time before I will have to push her away.

      “He’s testing you. Hell, this is more than a test. War is here,” Viktor says.

      “He’s trying to overthrow you,” Aleks corrects. His hands are fisted. He’s one step away from punching a wall. “And Emma will be the leverage he’ll use to accomplish it. She has a target on her back. We knew this, of course. But this time, it’s too big for them to miss.” He pauses as he paces and runs his hand through his hair. His eyes are so dark I know he’s about to kill someone. He’s inconsolable when he’s pissed off.

      “Let me take them both out,” Aleks continues. “It’s just easier that way. It’s the only way to keep her safe. Ivan is a snake, and Valeriya? Don’t even get me started. Had I not pulled you out of that fire…”

      He abruptly punches the wall, and the dent in it is larger than his fist.

      “Of course she’s a target,” I yell. “She’s my fucking wife, for Christ’s sake,” I explode. I’m filled with anger, frustration, every emotion under the sun, really, but I have to keep my shit together. My past is alive, and like a Trojan horse, it now sits inside my empire.

      I don’t have to be superstitious to understand that her being here on my wedding day is a bad omen. So far, their plan to wreak havoc on my life has been executed flawlessly. It was too rehearsed—too well-timed.

      I think of Emma on the dance floor. The way she trusted me enough to be vulnerable in my arms. The way her eyes were filled with what looked like more than affection—like I was hers and someone worthy of her.

      I liked how that felt, and I’m not ready to give it up. There has to be a way to keep her close. The thought of not touching her, especially now, is not a thought I want to entertain. She deserves a honeymoon, and I need the time to regroup. This is the last thing I wanted to deal with tonight, but here we are.

      Aleks’s not wrong. They will come, and it makes my blood boil. The thought of them going after Emma…

      I don’t allow myself to go there. Not yet. We could take them out, but it would come at a cost. My men would distrust me if I did that, and that would create a vacuum that someone would fill. I would lose half or all of my kingdom.

      We’re criminals, but that doesn’t mean we don’t have codes. For now, these codes limit what I can do. Therefore, my enemies live. Even if we took both of them out, we’d be no closer to finding the men or organization that we suspect is behind this—and that person is more of a concern than the two before me.

      Valeriya was involved in the overthrow of my father. The fact that Ivan found her and brought her back is concerning. Everyone behind this coup has to be flushed out and executed. It’s the only way this works.

      “We don’t have anyone inside his circle,” Anatoly adds. “We’re flying blind. Maxim, have you picked up any chatter?”

      “Not yet. But I’m working with a friend of mine who might help us with hacking into devices,” Maxim interjects.

      “We need to end this, and fast.” Aleks walks toward me, a bit calmer now.

      “I agree, but we have to find evidence of their betrayal. We can’t go around taking out council members without proof of their crimes.”

      “Nobody gets everything right the first time, and yet, they did,” I say. “They are rats, but even rats can’t escape the trap forever. We protect Emma. We let Ivan believe he hasn’t crossed a line he can’t walk back from. We can’t give Valeriya an inch of satisfaction. We watch them both and put more protection on Emma. Let them lead us to everyone who has joined their campaign to end us.”

      We’re no strangers to the target on our backs. We were born with one. It’s the price of power. As long as one of us is alive, the Romanovs control the empire. But the same thing that keeps us on the throne guarantees there will always be men willing to kill for it.

      “Aleksandr, can you round up more men? Let’s get Dmitry and some of his men from New York. I want him assigned to the detail shadowing Emma,” I say, thinking out loud.

      “I can shadow her.”

      “No, I need you with me. If we consolidate manpower, it will give us more men on each rotation.”

      He nods in agreement.

      “War will cut into cash flow. Maxim, make sure our supply lines are protected. Work with Aleks.”

      Viktor nods. “Yeah. We can’t afford to miss deliveries.”

      “I did the math. We can’t lose more than four,” Maxim adds.

      Escalation will tip off the Feds. No one wants that kind of attention.

      Maxim is already thinking ahead. “We wait it out. Safely.”

      “We’ll move all new business further out and hope that this ends quickly,” I say.

      It’s been years since our last war, but my mind is running down a checklist I hoped I’d never have to use again.

      “I can reroute shipments and stash inventory in new locations no one knows about. If there’s a mole, they’ll be cut out of the loop. Every lost shipment is a significant hit. We’ve already lost two—the one Anton stole and the one that burned.” I can practically hear Maxim’s brain compiling solutions.

      “Can you do your techie shit on the council members and track them through their digital threads?” I ask, meeting his eyes, my wedding all but forgotten.

      “I have a connection with Julia. She’s the blackout for the Borrellis. I’ll ask her to help. They have an app with a back door that gives her access to everything. It’s kinda like God’s Eye in the Fast and the Furious movie, only it’s for communications—emails, texts, and encrypted messages.”

      “Great. Do it.”

      I understand Julia might be reluctant to share the back door with us directly. It’s their tool to wield—an advantage they hold over everyone else.

      “Then we’re in agreement. We gain manpower, a sharpshooter, and intel. I don’t have to remind you to be vigilant.” My gaze moves from one brother to another to impress upon them the seriousness of the threat.

      Everyone nods. I want to vocalize the fact that I love them, but it’s not something we do. Those words are never spoken, but words aren’t needed for it to be felt.

      If my enemies want to cripple me, they will start with our family. It’s what I would do if I were in their shoes.

      “I’m relieved you’ll be out of the country until we have everything under control. We’ll know more before you return,” Viktor adds confidently.

      We adjourn and return to the party as if our lives weren’t just dealt a blow designed to hit with the intensity of a nuclear bomb that exploded in our lap.

      I stand on the edge of the ballroom, watching my wife laugh with Daniil.

      Wife.

      The word means more than it should. Intuition tells me there will be a price to pay for keeping Emma. I hope I’m wrong. I hope we can shut the war down before it escalates.

      For now, Emma is happy and unaware that the night has engraved a bullet with her name on it.

      I straighten my jacket and grab a bottle of vodka from the bar.

      My perfect wedding just ended with a deafening blow.

      The war I never wanted just announced itself.
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          BEFORE WE FALL

        

      

    

    
      We move to the front of the ballroom. The music stops. The DJ makes an announcement as the bouquet is pressed into my hands. Single women line up behind me, jostling for position.

      “No shoving,” I warn.

      Then the music swells and Sloane yells, “Do it, Emma.”

      I toss the bouquet. Penny catches it and hoists it over her head like a trophy.

      “I’m doomed,” Divine deadpans.

      Then we all laugh, and I’m swept into a conversation with the girls.

      We separate, and when Mikhail rejoins me, I sense something is off. His smile is still there, but his eyes aren’t as bright. The buoyancy is gone, replaced by a focus that feels… pointed. His shoulders are stiff. His lips are pulled tight, his eyebrows furrowed. Stress is written all over him. What concerns me most is that he’s not with me anymore, not completely.

      What the fuck just happened?

      I lean in. “What’s wrong?”

      He takes my hand and brushes his thumb over my wedding rings.

      “Nothing that needs to be discussed tonight.”

      That doesn’t answer anything, but before I can press him for details, his lips brush my ear.

      “We need to leave.” His voice drips sex appeal like candle wax, and it melts me.

      I blink. “Why?” My heart races, afraid that this is all a dream and that the bottom of my world is going to fall out right now.

      But when his mouth curves into a smile, I know I have a reprieve from the worst-case scenario.

      “Do you really think I wouldn’t plan a honeymoon?”

      The word hits like champagne to my veins. A honeymoon?

      I’m filled with anticipation, wondering what comes next. I’m ready for my husband to take me—to claim me in the only way that makes me truly his.

      “Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise,” he adds. “The jet is ready. Our bags are already on board.”

      He says it like it’s a secret, and I don’t know if it’s the thought of being alone with him or the high of the night that has me breathless.

      I’m so consumed by my handsome husband. He looks at me like I’m the only person in his world, and he makes it easy for me to forget we’re in a room filled with people. I forget the shadows at the edges of the room and the mysterious woman in black. I forget everything except the fact that I’m his, and he’s mine, and for a moment, we’re just newlyweds leaving for our honeymoon.

      Today was too perfect—something fragile dressed up as fate. Mikhail is no longer just the Scarred King of the Desert.

      He’s my husband—the one who pledged forever to me.

      But like any fairy tale, there’s always a villain. And I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time before I’ll learn exactly what that means.
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          NO SUCH THING AS A VACATION

        

      

    

    
      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        So... Mikhail actually took a vacation. Actually, it’s a honeymoon. Did hell freeze over, or did she break him already?

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleks [image: skull]

      
        
          
            
              
        No bodies have turned up yet. She might be good for him.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        Her online footprint is cleaner than ours. No red flags. It’s honestly suspicious. [image: face with raised eyebrow]

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        You ran a full background check on your brother’s fake wife?

      

      

      

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. And I’d do it again. Her online footprint is cleaner than ours. No red flags. It’s honestly suspicious. [image: face with raised eyebrow] So far, her only crime is making our brother smile.

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re all exhausting.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleks [image: skull]

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s not a denial.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re just checking in. Seeing if you’re still alive. Or handcuffed to a bed and can’t text. (Emotionally. Or literally.)

      

      

      

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s a 62% chance he brought two weapons on this trip. Three, if you count emotional repression.

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        You should be more focused on Ivan. Not my honeymoon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        Petrov hasn’t moved but Valeriya has reportedly asked which entrances Emma uses and whether her security rotation changes off-property.

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        Double the rotation on Emma’s security. Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleks [image: skull]

      
        
          
            
              
        If she touches her, I’ll cut her open like the last one.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        Jesus. You can’t say shit like that on Signal. I’m not the only person who can crack things.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        Relax. Maxim’s paranoid enough for all of us.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleks [image: skull]

      
        
          
            
              
        Well fuck. How about this?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        Very funny.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        Y’know, I don’t think our brother is even glowering through text today. Damn, she might be good for him.

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        Double the rotation on Emma’s security. If Valeriya’s asking questions, she’s planning something.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        Done. But if you’re already this paranoid, maybe you should stay in Italy.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleks [image: skull]

      
        
          
            
              
        He didn’t marry her to escape the war. He married her so no one else could touch her.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        That’s... kind of romantic. In a murdery way.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        She’ll either break him or become just like us.

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s not like us. And she won’t be. I intend to keep it that way.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maxim [image: laptop]

      
        
          
            
              
        You sure? People break. Code breaks, too. Everyone eventually breaks under pressure.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aleks [image: skull]

      
        
          
            
              
        If she breaks, he breaks. And then we all burn.

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not fucking breaking. Neither is Emma.

      

      

      

      

      

      Viktor [image: performing arts]

      
        
          
            
              
        Well said. Cheers to love. [image: wine glass]

      

      

      

      

      

      Me [image: crown]

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s not THAT.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Nope. Not happening. Never that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
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          HIGH ENOUGH TO FALL

        

      

    

    
      Mikhail’s trusted guards lead us through the halls to where his SUV is waiting. There seem to be more than normal, but the champagne has me relaxed, and I blow it off. What do I care? He’s taking care of it, and I trust him.

      Mikhail opens the armored door for me. “Get in.”

      I pause. “Mikhail⁠—”

      “Inside, Emma.” His tone implies an order. I slip inside, doing what I’m told, and I hear him murmur, “Good girl.”

      Heat rushes through me, and my stomach twists, filled with excited curiosity.

      Mikhail just whisked me off. I didn’t get to say goodbye to my girlfriends, our friends, or our staff.

      Our staff. Hmm. That will take some getting used to. Honestly, I’ll never be able to look at the staff as staff. They have become my friends, and that means they are my family.

      This all feels too real. The extravagant wedding went perfectly. Of course, Mikhail listened to the few things I mentioned, like the flowers in the bouquet. But I never could have imagined what I witnessed today.

      Sloane let it slip that he had instructed his hotel staff to carry out his orders. My understanding? That’s code for him overseeing every detail personally.

      Mikhail is busy on his phone. I sneak a peek at him, and I notice the five o’clock shadow on his face. Even his ruggedness is sexy, and I long to touch him. I wish I could run my hand over it just to feel him under my fingertips, but I don’t know if he would allow it now.

      I can’t believe he’s planned a honeymoon. It’s my first vacation. When the vehicle stops on the tarmac before a huge jet, he helps me out and nods for me to walk up the steps to board.

      Oh, hell’s bells, these expensive shoes are a death trap. Just as I’m about to stop, afraid to tackle the narrow ladder before me, I feel his hand in the small of my back. He gently guides me to the steps.

      I’m not supposed to walk into a room before him, and now he’s behind me as I walk onto the jet. It’s like the rules keep changing. I need a cheat sheet just to keep up.

      I bunch up my dress, holding it above my ankles with one hand, and clasp the rail with the other. I’m afraid I might trip and break my neck before I’ve even lost my virginity. Walking up the narrow airstairs is no small feat. I take comfort in the fact that his hand is still in place, knowing that if I were to fall, he’d catch me.

      Before we reach the door, he surprises me yet again when he sweeps me into his arms. I giggle, sliding my hands around his neck to steady myself. He carries me over the threshold as if I weigh nothing.

      “You like this, don’t you?” His minty breath and musky cologne swirl around me like a love potion.

      I smile and nuzzle my face into his solid chest. Then he kisses me. I kiss him back. He growls and deepens the kiss. It’s claiming, but it’s more than that. It’s like I’m his everything.

      He carries me into the plush cabin and gently lowers me to the ground. He motions for me to sit, so I do. I find myself sinking into the buttery-soft leather that soothes me like a hug. When he sits beside me, the cabin suddenly feels smaller. The plane’s narrow aisle feels impossibly intimate for something that can cross oceans.

      When I look down at my wedding dress, I find it’s rumpled now, like it already lived a life with me. Mikhail’s hand closes around mine. I laugh under my breath, half hysterical, half giddy.

      “This feels illegal,” I murmur, looking up at him. My face heats, suddenly overwhelmed by his presence.

      When I see the way he looks at me, it’s as if there’s an invisible string connecting us—like we’re joined by more than vows, and I’ve never wanted a man more.

      “You’re my wife. Everything about you is legal now.”

      It’s as if he’s received a notice that I’m his and all it entails.

      “Those heels must be getting old,” he says. When he stands, he towers over me.

      Then he lifts my dress and raises my foot, his long fingers traveling up my leg sensually before gliding back down my calf. He wraps his warm hand around my ankle, his touch intimate—like he’s done this before.

      He carefully slips off my shoe like I’m breakable, then tosses the expensive footwear like it offended him. He repeats the action, removing my other shoe, and I flush when I catch desire flicker in his eyes.

      He runs his hand up my leg again, and this time, he stops at my thigh. He leans forward, brushing his lips to mine for one tantalizing kiss before pulling away.

      The engine is a steady hum, making everything feel too real. He cinches the lap belt over me like I’m something precious before he settles into the seat beside me. The jet doors close.

      Mikhail stands as soon as we reach cruising altitude. A second later, I hear a cork pop. Champagne magically lands in my hand because he’s that smooth.

      “To us,” he says quietly.

      “To us,” I echo. The look in his eyes makes my cheeks flush, and I take a sip of the fizzy bubbles. It’s going to be a long flight, so I curl my legs under me. I let the tension drain out of my shoulders, and that was a mistake because I’m suddenly overcome with exhaustion. The adrenaline of our wedding day causes me to crash—hard, leaving me feeling vulnerable and oddly emotional.

      My husband removes his jacket, then proceeds to roll his sleeves to mid-arm before he sits on a beige-colored leather couch.

      “Come.”

      It’s only one word, and I immediately unbuckle my lap belt. I walk to him as if I’m in a dream. He pulls me into his lap, as if we’ve done this a thousand times. My head partially rests against his chest. I feel wanted, even safe, when his arm wraps around me.

      He exhales slowly like he’s content. I sneak a peek at him.

      “You’re smiling again,” I murmur.

      He chuckles. “So are you,” he says before dropping a kiss on my forehead.

      “I’m trying to make sure today is real. Maybe you should pinch me.”

      He tilts his head conspiratorially, his eyes meeting mine.

      “It’s real.” His voice is filled with a tone I don’t understand.

      I think about the way his eyes dimmed earlier, a distraction around the time I threw the bouquet. The flicker of something foreign on his face, like he had unfinished business he needed to finish.

      I want to ask about the woman at our wedding, but I tell myself I’m being paranoid. He might think I was jealous of her. I’m sure if it was important, he would tell me.

      Whatever it is can wait. Today is our day, just us, and I want to keep it that way as long as I can. Instinct tells me I have only a small window of time before the real world crashes into us. But not today.

      “Change in the bedroom. Get comfortable. It’s a long flight.”

      I don’t even think twice before I’m on my feet, heading to the back. I’m pleasantly surprised when I open the door and discover furniture that is minimalistic but elegant.

      I quickly duck into the bathroom, where I wash the remnants of the past twelve hours off my face. I peel off my wedding dress, twisting and turning like a contortionist to shed the white dress.

      I step out of it and walk to the closet. When I open the door, I’m not surprised to find outfits in my size, each one more gorgeous than the last. I run my fingers over them until I find a pink jogger. The material is soft like a feather. I can’t ignore the fact that the lacy lingerie the girls insisted I buy is in the top drawer.

      Why not? I’m sure he knows what’s in my wardrobe. He has the itemized list of everything I now own. I grab a matching bra and pair of panties. I admire how well they fit before I quickly pull the pink leggings and top over them. I glance at myself in the full-length mirror on the back of the door. I have to admit, it accentuates my breasts and rounded butt. I wonder if he’ll notice, but I know my husband, and nothing escapes his eye.

      I can’t suppress my smirk, and when I return to him, I notice he’s changed into a fitted long-sleeved shirt stretched tight over his solid chest and muscular biceps. His blue jeans fit snugly over powerful thighs. I have no doubt the man performs squats and box jumps for hours every day.

      I casually swipe a finger across my lips, praying I haven’t actually started drooling. He’s pure sex wrapped in designer clothes. My gaze lingers as I imagine tracing every hard line of his body with my hands, savoring every perfectly sculpted inch.

      I’ve never been intimate with a man before. I’ve been so busy that the last boyfriend I had was in high school, a kid by comparison. Sure, Mikhail is older than me, but I like that he is. He’s highly intelligent, witty, and accomplished. I also know he could have any woman he wants and that, for some reason, he chose me.

      I catch him staring at me. His eyes have the hunger of a wolf observing its prey before it eats. I expect him to pull away, but his gaze lingers, as if he wants to freeze this moment in time.

      I blush, knowing my snug outfit leaves little to the imagination. It seemed like a good idea when I chose it. Now I’m not so sure. My husband is seemingly satisfied with what he sees, but he breaks his gaze long enough to lift a slim folder off the coffee table.

      I blink. “What’s⁠—”

      “Our itinerary,” he says, handing it to me. “Or rather, the vague suggestion of one. Italy doesn’t like to be on a schedule, nor should it be over-planned.”

      My breath catches. “You planned this?”

      “I planned to be alone with you,” he says simply. “The location was negotiable.”

      My stomach does a backflip worthy of a gold medal. He must have spent weeks planning all of this—the wedding, the reception, and the jet, no doubt loaded with everything he thought I’d need. He’s a workaholic; the word vacation isn’t in his vocabulary, and yet, we’re here.

      “You’re insane.” I chuckle nervously, unable to stop it, and I’m as giddy as a four-year-old with Play-Doh.

      “For you,” he agrees as he takes another sip of bubbly, but his eyes bore into mine over the rim of his flute. The intensity of it is so, well… him. “Only for you, Emma,” he adds softly.

      And damn, I melt like ice cream left under a heat lamp.

      He stands, grabs the opened bottle of champagne from the ice bucket on the neighboring table, and refills our drinks. When he sits next to me, his arm naturally settles around my shoulders.

      My world narrows to the quiet hum of the jet and the steady heat of his body next to mine when the cabin lights dim.

      “Here’s to Italy,” he toasts, holding his glass in the air and tipping it to me in a mock salute.

      I sip the glistening bubbles for no other reason than to deflect from the fact that my heart is racing. I swallow the gold nectar before I murmur, “Italy,” my voice finally breaking the silence.

      I absentmindedly trace the rim of the champagne flute with my perfectly painted finger, my nail a pale pink with a white tip.

      I’m lost in the moment, or rather, him. The itinerary rests beside me, unopened and forgotten. He doesn’t need to do much of anything to render me speechless. Truth be told, it looks like it’s becoming a habit.

      “This feels like a dream,” I say.

      Mikhail leans back like the king he is. His gaze is fixed on me—as intense as it is unreadable.

      “It’s not a dream, my little thief. It’s the beginning.”

      I didn’t just hear that. It had to be the alcohol talking. My pulse quickens, trying to process what’s happening between us. He’s been entirely accommodating lately. He’s even delivering on the romance a bride would expect on her wedding day, and I know he’s not about that. Suddenly, he is—for me, and that means everything.

      “Every second.” I search his eyes, as if there’s a tell in his expression that would make me doubt his honesty, but I don’t see it.

      “I personally made every decision for the wedding, and you mentioned the roses, so naturally that was happening. Sloane made sure the final details were carried out.” His voice dips when he says, “I don’t leave things to chance.” He pauses, and so does my breath. “Especially when it comes to you.”

      The way those words roll off his tongue? That sends the butterflies in my stomach into overdrive. They flutter inside me like fluttering is a new sport and they’re intent on finishing in first place.

      I’m so moved I can’t even nod to let him know I heard him.

      “Control freak,” I tease as I grip the flute tightly.

      “You married a mafia king, not a yoga instructor. I’m not a boy pretending to be a man.”

      I’ve been wet for hours. Now? I could fill an Olympic-sized swimming pool with my arousal. I try to calm my sex, but apparently she has a thing for dark and ruthless men. Therefore, my husband is her jam.

      I don’t know what to do with the emotions bouncing between my ribs like bullets. I play with the diamonds on my ring finger. What do I do when I’m nervous? Underneath all the finery and opulence at my fingertips, I’m still Emma. Of course I deflect.

      “So what’s first? Sightseeing? Gelato? Or do you lock your brides up until they behave?” I tease. My sex is now sitting on the sidelines—pouting.

      He seems to take this as a challenge as he shifts closer, so close that he’s crowding the air between us.

      “That depends, baby girl. Are you planning to misbehave?”

      His words hit like cannon fodder in my heart. His sultry-looking eyes are locked on mine. Just kill me now.

      “Maybe.” I arch a brow, letting my wickedly seductive smile set the tone. “The girls made me promise to wear everything with a La Perla label.”

      Am I flirting with my husband? I think I am. His jaw ticks slightly. It’s not much, but it’s something. It takes him a few seconds longer to hide the cracks in his otherwise impenetrable armor, and for once, I win.

      He leans forward, his breath fanning my cheek. “You think lace will save you?” His voice is barely above a whisper—dangerously low and filled with everything we’re dancing around. “Little thief, all you’ve done is give me something to rip off you when I make you mine.”

      I nearly choke on my saliva. My pulse slams hard against my arteries, sending everything inside me slightly out of rhythm. I’m a hot mess. Heat climbs fast beneath my skin, so sharp I’m lightheaded. Judging by the way he’s looking at me, the alcohol and altitude are the least of my problems.

      “Then do it,” I whisper, looking past him because meeting his gaze would be too intimate. “Or are you making threats with no intention of following through?”

      It’s another challenge, and I turn my gaze back to him. Apparently, that was a mistake. I barely have time to take a breath when his hand is on the back of my neck. He holds me firm enough to remind me who’s in control.

      Who’s always in control.

      I catch the slight tilt of his head, and the warning in his eyes settles into his expression.

      “Careful,” he murmurs, his thumb pressing lightly against my lower lip. “You keep provoking me like this, Emma, eventually I’m going to stop being reasonable.”

      I can almost see tiny fractures forming in his perfect control. His breath is uneven, but he hides it so quickly I almost miss it. But I don’t—not anymore. I know what Mikhail looks like when he’s holding himself back from something he wants, and right now?

      Every inch of him feels restrained to the point of snapping, like he’s one heartbeat away from dragging me against him and forgetting we’re supposed to be bound by a contract that doesn’t allow for touch and emotion.

      He wants me as much as he wants control. That’s when it occurs to me that he can’t have both.

      He’s at war with himself.

      “You want me to ruin that pretty lace on this jet?” he says slowly, every word loaded like a spring trap. I almost enjoy the fact that his voice is rough with need. “If I did, I’d make you scream thirty thousand feet over the Mediterranean. Is that what you want?”

      My heart is pounding in my ears like a waterfall from heaven.

      “You’re the one who married me, Mikhail. You tell me.”

      “As much as I’d love to fuck you right here, right now, I don’t want our first time to be on a jet—after a long day. You look exhausted. You’ll need all your strength when I take you because it won’t be fast and it won’t be pretty.”

      I gasp at his words. My sex is applauding. Loudly. For a second, I think he might kiss me, but his hand slips away as quickly as it appeared as he tries to regain control of himself.

      He’s right. I’m exhausted. We finish the bottle of champagne, and fatigue finally wins. My eyelids grow heavy, and it’s just as well because he has no intention of making use of the bed.

      “Mikhail?” I mumble.

      “Yes, little thief.”

      “I don’t want to wake up and find out this was just… wedding adrenaline.”

      He leans forward and cups my face, his touch filled with promises, not demands.

      “You’re tired. Sleep,” he murmurs, and before I can move, he stands and scoops me into his arms. He carries me to the back of the jet and nudges the bedroom door open with his wingtip shoe. This monstrous jet is really a hotel in the sky.

      He flips the covers back and places me in the bed. My body sinks into the softness. He helps me out of my clothes, stripping me down to my lacy lingerie. I’ve never been so naked before, and it’s not just my body that’s bared. I hear his breath suck in as he pulls the blankets over my nipples. God, I want so badly for him to touch me.

      He moves away, and I hear him moving around the room. It’s not until he finally throws the covers back and the bed dips that I realize he’s staying. I feel his strong arms pull me to him, and I marvel at how perfectly I fit in his arms.

      His cologne wafts over me. I breathe him in, telling myself that this will all disappear before I wake.

      “Get some sleep. I’ll still be here when you open your eyes,” he says, reading my mind.

      I worry I won’t be able to sleep next to him because he’s naked and his huge cock is like a steel rod against my back. He’s so hard, and I long to reach out and feel him. But what if he rejects me? I couldn’t bear that.

      Luckily, the day catches up to me, and I fall asleep somewhere over the Atlantic on a private jet bound for Italy, thinking—dimly, foolishly—that nothing bad could possibly touch us now.

      I allow myself to lean into it, into the way his hands never leave me. I let myself belong to him even though I know I shouldn’t. I want to believe my luck is finally changing. Maybe this isn’t just another mistake waiting to happen.

      And for one reckless, fleeting moment… I let myself believe in us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
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          THE ILLUSION OF FOREVER

        

      

    

    
      He had my suitcase ready to go, which is fine. I wouldn’t know what to pack anyway. I’ve never been outside of Nevada, and the ocean always felt like a rumor.

      I step off the jet, dressed to take Italy by storm in my painted-on jeans, a ribbed white long-sleeved cotton shirt, a denim jacket, and denim dress sneakers. I’m absolutely giddy. I’m over the moon. I’m in Italy. I’m wondering how I lucked into this, like the world just widened without asking permission.

      The phone in his hand vibrates again. I see a brief scowl crease his forehead, and then it disappears. He puts the phone away and looks at me like it never happened. Then I feel his hand settle low on my back, and I lean into it.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “I think I forgot how big the world is.”

      The sky is painted in pale shades of pink and gold, morning light spilling softly across an impossibly perfect blue. I just stand there staring as the water glitters, calm and endless, and salt spray mists the air.

      He follows my gaze, then looks back at me and tucks a tendril of hair behind my ear. I suck in a breath when his fingers graze my cheek, and his expression softens in a way that feels private, like he’s savoring the moment.

      “It’s bigger now,” he says with a chuckle. “There’s always something new for me to explore. It keeps me coming back. That’s part of its charm.”

      He’s none the worse for wear and dressed in a gray pullover that matches his eyes and jeans, if you can imagine a man like him rocking fitted denim. I lick my bottom lip, wondering if he’s going to make good on his threats to ruin me.

      A limo waits for us on the tarmac, sleek and quiet. But that’s not all. There’s an SUV with two men inside waiting behind us, which is odd. There are more men in suits than normal, and I know everyone is armed. I shrug it off, deciding to enjoy the quiet contentment under my skin as I slide into the leather seat and press my forehead briefly to the cool glass.

      My husband speaks to the men in Russian before sliding in beside me. We’re driven over winding roads as we head inland and the seascape turns into rolling green hills. There’s no rush. It’s only us and a driver who nods politely and looks straight ahead, like he understands discretion isn’t optional here.

      I’m mesmerized by the pastel buildings as we pass through quaint villages. This is a place where time moves more slowly, judging by the clotheslines filled with laundry that flutter like flags in the breeze.

      Bougainvillea spills over ancient stone walls, softening structures that have stood through centuries of love and war. The roads beneath us have endured it all—time, conflict, change—and yet they remain, worn but unbroken, defying time because they’ve chosen to survive.

      “I love it,” I murmur. “It’s quiet. Laid-back.” I turn and smile at him, as if that alone could convey the happiness I feel over the fact that he’s sitting beside me.

      How did I get so lucky?

      Mikhail seems amused by this. “It’s a culture that still holds family dinners around home-cooked meals.”

      “It’s amazing,” I say, gesturing helplessly. “It’s a beautiful country, and the Italians wake up to views like this every day. I’m jealous.” I tease him with a smile. “There are no slot machines and no desert heat. No offense,” I add quickly, hoping I didn’t insult him or his casino.

      “None taken, little thief.” His thumb brushes my knuckles, and his eyes dance wickedly. “You don’t have to pretend here. There are no Council members, and no one is going to judge you if you wear jeans. Or a bikini.”

      Heat warms my face, causing me to look at him.

      When the vehicles stop, before us is a villa rising from the cliff, one of a dozen vertical homes that look as if they grew there.

      Stone and arches and flowers spill over balconies in impossible pinks, and ivy climbs wherever it wants, like it owns the place. Mikhail gets out and offers me his hand, then leads me over the cobblestone walkway, worn smooth by history. The ephemeral breeze kisses my skin.

      Inside our villa, everything echoes softly. The windows frame the sea like it’s art meant just for us. It’s like we’re on our own island, a honeymoon cocoon wrapping around me and taking what little breath I have left.

      White linens on the bed. Open doors leading to a terrace. Sunlight pouring in like it knows it’s welcome—or like it’s blessing us. Beyond it all, the water stretches out, blue and endless, as if it’s waiting for us to walk into it.

      I kick off my sneakers before stepping onto the terrace barefoot, my hair cascading over my shoulders. I grip the railing to anchor myself. This can’t be real. No man can look this beautiful, and the fact that he’s now married to me is surreal.

      “Mikhail,” I whisper. “This is⁠—”

      “Yours,” he says simply, wrapping his arms around my waist as we gaze at the horizon together.

      I turn to him, and I’m startled because he’s watching me, not the view. His gaze is intense, as if he’s waited his entire life to show me this.

      “No one’s ever taken me anywhere,” I admit. “Not like this.”

      He cups my face gently enough that it makes my chest ache.

      “That’s changed.”

      Then he pulls back, and for a second, I think he’ll remain vulnerable, but his mask returns and he looks toward the horizon.

      “This feels like a dream,” I say.

      “It isn’t,” he replies. “Dreams end.”

      Well, damn.

      I swallow hard. “I don’t know how to do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Be happy without waiting for the floor to drop out.”

      His forehead rests against mine, and his voice is low, almost heartfelt, as he whispers, “I’ll let you in on a secret. Neither do I.”

      His honesty makes me fall a little deeper into him. I choke back the tears I’m struggling to hold back. The moments when he lets me in give me hope that this could be something real. I’m emotional over the fact that he acts like I’m the most important thing in his world.

      I try to hold my feelings in, but a few tears slip free and run down my cheeks. Ever so tenderly, his lips touch my face as he kisses them away. I’m not even sure he realizes what he’s doing when his mouth moves to my shoulder and trails slowly up my neck.
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          TELL ME TO STOP

        

      

    

    
      His gray eyes are like a storm rolling in, the kind you feel before the sky finally breaks open. I lean into him, unable not to. Maybe it’s the warmth of the salty air wrapped around us, or maybe it’s the possibility that this could become something more, sitting quietly between us where neither of us dares to touch it yet. Somewhere deep inside me, a voice whispers that nothing this perfect lasts. I shove the thought away before it can settle.

      Today, Italy is real. Maybe we are too.

      I don’t remember agreeing to follow him into the bedroom, but my feet move on instinct, my pulse trailing behind him like a shadow. Mikhail’s presence doesn’t ask to be followed; it simply expects it. Every step he takes feels deliberate, controlled, and right now, I’m the one he’s decided on.

      There’s no hum of traffic here. No distractions. Just the tide rolling softly against the docks below and the sound of my breathing slowly losing its rhythm every time he gets too close. The room still carries traces of the twelve-hour flight—discarded jackets, the faint scent of recycled cabin air clinging to our clothes, exhaustion lingering beneath the surface no matter how beautiful Italy looks outside the windows.

      “You’re shaking,” he says without turning around.

      I wrap my arms around myself. “I’m not.”

      A quiet huff leaves him, almost amused. “Rules, Emma. Don’t lie to me, malyshka.”

      One endearment from his mouth and my entire body betrays me.

      His sleeves are pushed up, revealing strong forearms dusted with dark ink and tension. Who knew forearm porn was actually real? His dark hair is slightly messy from the flight, and there’s stubble shadowing his jaw now, rougher than usual, like neither of us cared enough to pretend we weren’t exhausted the second we landed. Somehow, it only makes him look better. More real. Less untouchable. And God, I want him in the worst way possible.

      When he finally turns around, my breath catches.

      “What are we doing?” My voice comes out quieter than I expect.

      “You tell me.” His gaze holds mine steadily. “You followed me.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “You did.” He steps closer, close enough that the air between us tightens. “You followed me because you want this. You want me.”

      I forget how to breathe for a second because… damn.

      I should say something to deny it, tell him I’m not ready, but the words never come. I want him so badly it aches, deep enough to make my chest tight with it, and the terrifying part is that I’m done pretending otherwise. I know this could consume me, and I’m choosing it anyway.

      But if I give myself to him, what happens after that?

      I’m afraid that once I let myself have this, I won’t know how to walk away from it.

      He approaches slowly, like he’s giving me every chance to step back. I don’t.

      His hand rises to my face, his rough palm warm against my cheek. His thumb drags softly across my bottom lip. He leans closer until I feel the scrape of his stubble against my forehead. Just that tiny bit of roughness against my skin sends heat curling low in my stomach. His touch is almost gentle, which he’s not. My breath catches. My body reacts before my mind can catch up.

      He smells like expensive soap and something unmistakably him. Clean and masculine in a way that clouds every coherent thought in my head. Somewhere along the way, I chose him. Hell, I can barely remember why I was ever afraid of him in the first place. It’s as if every moment leading up to this was inevitable.

      “I want your softness and warmth against my body,” he says quietly, his fingers sliding into my hair before settling at the back of my neck. “I want you wet for me. But something tells me you already are.”

      Heat rushes through me at the rough edge in his voice. His gaze moves over me with slow intent while his hand drifts lower, over my waist, pulling me closer until I can feel the hard line of him against me.

      The restraint is still there, but beneath it is a want so obvious it sends a shiver through me.

      He looks at me like he’s already made up his
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