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        This book is dedicated to You. To the person who feels as though they’ve lost everything. To the person who feels unloveable. To the person who has scars from the past. To the person who feels broken. I see you. I hear you. You are treasured beyond measure. Your scars tell your story and make you strong. You are not broken. You deserve love. Don’t stop looking for your melody.

        ~Tara
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      VIKTOR’S GOODBYE

      After I say goodbye to Natalie, I take a few minutes to pack my things and compose my thoughts before heading downstairs to meet with Alex. We need to talk. He deserves honesty about everything that’s happened between me and Natalie, even if it changes things between us forever. Alex has been more than a boss—he’s a friend. This conversation might cost me that friendship, but it has to be done.

      When I get to the apartment, I find him and Misha having a late breakfast in the kitchen.

      “Care to join us?” Alex asks, motioning to the spread. “Timur made enough for an army.”

      “No thanks. I only have a few minutes,” I say, shifting my weight. “I was hoping we could talk.”

      Misha catches on and grabs his plate. “I have some work to do. I’ll be in the office if you need me.”

      Once we’re alone, I sit across from Alex. “You look better today.” His color’s returning, and he’s already regaining strength.

      “A good night’s sleep and some food will do that.” He studies me for a minute. “But I don’t think you’re here to tell me how good I look.”

      “No,” I say, bracing myself. “I’m not.”

      Alex raises a hand to stop me. “Before you say anything. While Tommy was holding me, he showed me pictures and videos of you and Natalie together.”

      I go still, unsure how to respond. But he continues.

      “What he didn’t realize,” he says slowly, “is that watching those videos brought me peace. It meant you were doing what I asked—making sure Natalie and Rose were safe and loved.”

      I’m stunned and at a loss for words. How do I tell him that being able to love his wife was the best time of my life?

      Alex gives a slight nod. “I know how much you love her. I see it in the way you look at her. Part of me wonders if coming back into her life is even right. She loves you, Viktor, and Rose is bonded to you. Maybe they’re better off without me.”

      “You’re wrong,” I say quietly. “Natalie does love me, but I’m her second choice. She’ll never love me the way she does you. I want to keep her forever. God knows I do, but I can’t. You’re her heart. Her whole world.”

      My mind drifts back to the day we thought Alex died. The light in Natalie’s eyes went out. I genuinely believe if it wasn’t for being pregnant, she might’ve ended it then. Rose gave her a reason to keep going, but there was always an empty place in her heart. One I couldn’t fill, no matter how much I loved her. That place always belonged to Alex. He’s her destiny—her forever.

      “I need to tell you everything that happened between Natalie and me,” I say finally. “The parts you didn’t see on Tommy’s camera.”

      There’s nothing easy about this. I stare down as I talk, unable to meet his gaze. Through it all, Alex remains silent. When I finish, he closes his eyes for a moment, absorbing it.

      “I know that wasn’t easy for you,” he says, his voice rough. “It wasn’t easy for me to hear. But I appreciate your honesty. That’s why I chose you. I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me.”

      I swallow hard, unsure of what to say.

      “You needed to know everything before I leave.”

      He sits up, alert. “You’re leaving?”

      “I have to.” I force myself to make eye contact, ready to accept whatever judgment he gives. “Alex, I’m in love with your wife. I can’t and don’t want to stop loving her.”

      “Does Natalie know?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “She begged me to stay. But there isn’t room for both of us. She belongs with you.”

      “I see,” Alex says quietly. “Words can’t express my gratitude, Viktor. For the love you showed both of them. For… everything.”

      “There were days I hated you for asking it of us,” I admit, “but I also want to thank you. I’ve never had a relationship like that. Loving her and having her love in return was an honor. She’s an extraordinary woman. You’re one hell of a lucky man.”

      “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for us.” He reaches out to shake my hand. “Please keep in touch.”

      I nod, gripping his hand. “Will do, boss,” I say, though I know I won’t. I need to make a clean break.

      The elevator ride down to the underground parking is silent. When I step out, I spot Michael and the rest of the team waiting in the black SUV. I climb into the front passenger seat.

      “You good?” Michael asks, glancing over.

      I give a quick nod, afraid to speak. If I open my mouth, the dam holding back my emotions will break.
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      It’s a long ride to the airport, and I spend it staring out the window, lost in thought. The landscape blurs past, but inside, my turmoil builds, each emotion fighting for space. The men in the back talk among themselves, but no one tries to draw me in.

      When we arrive, Maxim’s jet is on the tarmac, waiting for us to board. One by one, we climb out of the SUV, each man grabbing his luggage and heading toward the plane, eager to go home. But I remain by the vehicle, rooted in place, staring at the jet.

      I’m at a crossroads, faced with the choice of boarding the plane and letting it take me to the other side of the world—away from the woman I love and the little girl who feels like my own. Or getting into the SUV, driving back to Natalie, and begging her to choose me.

      “What’s going on?” Michael’s voice breaks through my thoughts. He stands beside me, watching.

      I glance over. “Just debating my options.”

      “You know she’s meant to be with him, Viktor. Your only option is to let her go and get on the plane. Set her free and give yourself permission to be free, too.”

      He claps a hand on my shoulder, then turns and heads toward the jet. His words linger, set her free. The truth hits hard. Natalie was never mine to keep. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and steel myself. With one last look toward the horizon, I straighten my shoulders and walk to the plane.

      Climbing the steps, I resist the urge to turn around, afraid that if I do, I won’t have the strength to leave. Moments later, we’re taxiing down the runway. The wheels lift from the ground, and New York City begins to fade beneath us.

      As the plane ascends, the weight of my loss settles in. Tears slide down my face. I know I’m leaving a piece of my heart behind with a woman and a little girl who will always hold a part of me—no matter where I go.
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      Set her free. I stare down at the diamond engagement ring I bought for Natalie, feeling a kind of hurt I never knew was possible. For ten months, I lived a life I’d never dared to dream of, and in a matter of minutes, it was gone.

      I’m not a good man. Violence and death are woven into the fabric of my existence. Loving a woman is a weakness, But I would’ve kept her and Rose safe. I’d have given my life for them without a second thought.

      What the hell kind of man am I that I wish Alex hadn’t come back? That I could’ve had it all—the girl, a baby, a family of my own.

      “Where are you running off to?” Dimitri’s voice interrupts my thoughts as I make my way toward the back of the plane. “Being antisocial as usual?”

      I can’t deal with his shit right now. The best thing for both of us is for me to keep walking.

      “Leave him alone,” Sasha says, coming to my defense. “He’s got a lot on his mind.”

      I don’t wait to hear Dimitri’s response before closing the door to the bedroom on Maxim’s jet. I need to be alone to figure out how to piece together what’s left of my life. To decide what my next step should be.

      One of the problems awaiting me in Russia is Maxim. He’s expecting us to meet at his house for our next assignment. But I can’t go back there. Everything will remind me of her.

      Taking out my phone, I book a commercial flight to Belgorod. Then, I send a message to my boss.

      Me: I’m not coming back to work.

      Maxim: Where are you going?

      Me: Home.

      I power off my phone, lean back, and close my eyes. Sleep drags me under, and in my dreams, Natalie’s in my bed. My ring’s on her finger—she’s mine.
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      The wheels of the plane screech as we touch down on the runway. Thick clouds hide the moonlight, making it appear extra dark as we file off Max’s jet. With their bags in hand, the team heads toward the waiting cars. But I walk in the opposite direction, toward the main terminal building.

      “Viktor, where are you going?” Sasha calls out.

      I don’t answer, letting my silence speak for itself.  Behind me, I hear the murmurs between the men. No one presses further, and no one follows.

      Once again, I find myself alone.
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      Compared to the flight from the states, the four-hour flight to Belgorod passes quickly. When I step outside the airport doors, I’m met by a shower and humid early morning air. The sun’s just beginning to break through the remnants of night.

      The taxi line stretches ahead, and I choose the nearest one. After tossing my bag onto the backseat, I slide in, give the driver my address, and settle in for the ride home.

      Funny to think of it as home, I realize, almost surprised. This was the first apartment I bought while I was in the military, back in my early twenties. I rarely come back and barely ever think about it, yet somehow, it’s always been here, waiting.

      I’ve considered letting it go more than once, but somehow, I could never bring myself to do it. My gut told me I’d need it one day. Now, with nowhere else to go, it’s all I have left.

      “Are you from around here?” the cab driver asks, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.

      “I grew up here.”

      “What brings you back?”

      “A woman,” I answer, not elaborating.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Usually, when a man comes back for a woman, he looks happier than you are right now.”

      “I’m not coming back for her,” I say flatly. “We aren’t together anymore.”

      His face softens. “I’m very sorry.”

      “So am I,” I reply quietly, turning to watch the city pass by, feeling the familiar ache set in.

      I’m thankful when the cab comes to a stop in front of my apartment building. Inside my date, a bottle of premium Russian liquor waits.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I say, handing the driver a stack of rubles and reaching for the door.

      The driver turns slightly in his seat. “Inagda shto-ka kharosheye ne sluchayesta, shtoby maglo sluchitsa shto-ta luchsheye.”

      “Khoroshego dnya,” I respond, ignoring the sting of his words. Nothing will “fall together” for me. Natalie was my one shot at love. I won’t make that mistake again.

      The thought lingers as I unlock the door. Stepping inside, I’m met with a strange sense of unfamiliarity.

      When I bought this place, I’d hoped my babusya would move here so I could care for her. It would’ve made things easier, but she refused to leave her small Ukranian village. Instead, I made the hour-long trip every week, bringing her supplies and spending time with her.

      I toss my bag onto the counter and head to the fridge. It’s fully stocked, just as I asked. I pay Zoya, my housekeeper, well to keep the place ready—an odd request, maybe, since no one lives here.

      While I was on the flight from New York, I’d texted her to stock up, making sure she didn’t forget the vodka. I pull out the bottle first, skip the glass, and drink straight from it, desperately trying to numb the ache in my heart.
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      Warmth flows through my veins as the vodka begins to work its way through my system. I close my eyes, and my mind drifts back in time.

      My mother was a student at the Bolshoi Ballet Academy, one of the most prestigious ballet academies in Russia. Her dream was to become a premier dancer. At seventeen, she met my father, a Serzhánt in the Soviet army, three years older than her. Typically, the academy’s students weren’t allowed to date. However, because of his position, he received special permission to court her while she was still a student.

      Six months after they met, she became pregnant and was kicked out of the academy. Her dreams of dancing professionally were over. In the 1980s, an unwed mother faced harsh judgment, so they married quickly. Not long after, Papa retired from the military, and they moved to his hometown—Belgorod.

      My parents adored each other. One of my fondest memories is of them dancing together in the kitchen. Papa would come home from work and go straight to Mama. He’d take her in his arms and start humming a tune. She’d light up as he spun her around, completely lost in each other.

      They were incredible parents. Mama gave me all her attention, and Papa taught me how to be a man. I wanted to be just like him. Their only sadness was not being able to give me a sibling. They wanted a second child, but it never happened.

      And then, their lives were cut short.

      It was late December. Papa had planned a special trip to Moscow to take Mama to see The Nutcracker. I was thirteen, practically an adult in my eyes, and begged to stay home alone. But Mama insisted I was too young to be left alone for an entire weekend. Instead, Babusya came to stay with me.

      “I’m going to miss you, Vitya,” Mama said, pressing a tearful kiss to my forehead.

      “Olena, he’s no longer a child. He’ll be fine,” Papa assured her, placing a comforting arm around her shoulders.

      “He’ll always be my baby, Nikita,” she’d replied, wiping her eyes. Then they turned to me.

      “Mind your grandmother,” Papa reminded me.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “We’ll see you in a few days.”

      I watched as Papa helped Mama into the car and loaded their luggage. Mama waved goodbye as they drove off.

      Babusya and I spent the weekend preparing for Christmas. We baked dozens of Pryaniki, Ukaranian spice cookies, and got to work on their Christmas gift. She didn’t believe in store-bought presents, saying a handmade gift had more value. So, we spent hours painting a set of hand-carved Matryoshka dolls that a village artisan had made for us. It was a painstaking process, but by the end of the weekend, they were perfect.

      The night they were supposed to come home, I was in my room, finishing the wrapping. A knock on the door interrupted me. I heard the low murmur of voices followed by a blood-curdling scream. I rushed into the hallway to find Babusya on her knees, wailing, while a uniformed officer stood in the doorway.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, my protective instincts kicking in.

      The officer turned to me. “Are you Viktor Volkov?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m very sorry to inform you that your parents were killed in a car accident earlier this evening.”

      For a moment, I could only stare, convinced there had been a mistake. My parents couldn’t be dead. They were on their way home to me. But the look on the officer’s face shattered that hope.

      Putting on a brave face, I helped my grief-stricken grandmother up from the floor and gently guided her to a chair. The officer explained there was a heavy snow squall. Visibility dropped quickly, and the roads because slick. An oncoming car had been speeding when they lost control and crossed into my parents’ lane. They were hit head-on. The emergency responders said they died upon impact.

      At thirteen, I became an orphan.

      After the officer left, Babusya began preparing the house for the mourning period. Because my parents’ death was sudden and tragic, a bad death, she followed tradition. She covered each mirror with black cloth and stopped all the clocks.

      “Why are you doing this, Babusya?” I asked, confused by her actions.

      “Mirrors are gateways to the land of the dead,” she said quietly. “The first person to see their reflection will be the next to die.”

      “Why stop the clocks? How will we know the time?”

      “Vitya, when a person dies suddenly, their soul lingers on earth for forty days,” she explained patiently. “Because your parents’ death was an accident, they will remain longer. By stopping the clocks, we help them transition to the afterlife quicker.”

      Later that day, mourners began arriving, bringing food and mementos to place in their caskets. They shared stories of my parents, memories I tried to listen to, but I was numb. I kept hoping to wake up from this nightmare. I was still expecting them to walk through the door.

      But they never did.

      Instead, we packed my belongings, and I said goodbye to my friends and the life I’d known. Babuysa took me to live in her small village. That’s when I took her surname, Dobrow.

      A few years later, another upheaval came—the fall of the Soviet Union. The village of Bobrivka was no longer part of Russia. We were now citizens of Ukraine, an independent country. I lived with her until I turned eighteen and finished school. After that, I enlisted in the Ukrainian army as a conscript.

      That’s when I met Dimitri. He had a similar story to mine. Originally from St. Petersburg, his father, a soldier in the Soviet Union, died during the battles that ended communism. Afterward, Dimitri’s mother moved them to her home, which was now part of Ukraine.

      We spent hours reminiscing about our childhoods in Russia. As kids, communism was an abstract concept. All we knew was that we had our families and friends. But then, we lost the people we loved, and our worlds were turned upside down.

      Dimitri had family in Russia and planned to return to St. Petersburg after his service. “You should come with me,” he urged. “My uncle promised me a job. We’ll make more money than we could ever dream of.”

      And so we went.

      I had no idea who Dimitri’s uncle was or how my life would forever be changed after meeting Maxim Solonik. The skills we learned in the military translated well, and soon, we were making more money than any totally legal job could ever pay.

      My first priority was sending money to Babusya to make sure she had everything she needed. She resisted, claiming she didn’t need so much, and I suspected she gave most of it away. But I kept sending it anyway.

      Then, I bought this apartment.

      Which brings me right back to the present and why I’m drinking.

      Natalie—the woman I’m in love with. The woman I had to give back to her husband. With each pull from the bottle, I try to forget the past and numb the pain of losing her.
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      The bright morning sun streaming through the window wakes me. My head throbs, and I realize I’m lying on the floor, though I don’t know why—until I spot the empty vodka bottles beside me. Then it all comes rushing back.

      Slowly, I stand, steadying myself as the room spins. I press a hand against the wall for balance and pull the heavy curtains closed, blocking the blinding sunlight that only worsens my headache. Once the room is dark again, I make my way to the bathroom, hoping to find something to dull the pounding in my head.

      In the medicine cabinet, I find a bottle of Calpol. I pour three tablets into my hand and head back to the kitchen to find something to drink. I consider washing them down with more vodka. To spend another day in an alcohol-induced haze but settle for water instead.

      After swallowing the pills, I step into a hot shower, letting the steam wash away the remnants of last night. I have something important to do today, and I need to be sober for it. Once I’m dressed and my headache has faded to a dull throb, I grab a quick bite to eat.

      With my keys in hand, I head down to the parking garage and uncover my Harley. I bought her a few years back in the States and had her shipped here, though it’s been far too long since I’ve ridden. The engine rumbles beneath me as I start her up, a low growl that reverberates through my bones. Then, I pull out of the garage and ride through the city.

      When I reach the other side of town, I stop at a florist and buy eight of their finest yellow roses. The steady thud of my boots echoes along the brick path to the cemetery’s entrance. When I reach the tall black wrought iron gate, I pause, almost losing my nerve. It would be easier to turn around, get back on my bike, and go home—like I’ve done so many times over the past fourteen years.

      But not today. It’s time to face my past. I pull open the gate and step inside.

      Although I haven’t been here since the day my parents were buried, I remember exactly where they lie entombed in the earth. It’s a somber walk along the stone path that weaves through rows of headstones marking the resting places of others’ loved ones.

      I stop in front of their memorial—Nikita Volkov and Olena Volkova. Like so many others here, their faces are etched into the stone, digitally frozen in time. I stare at them, trying to recall the details of their faces and the sound of their voices. It’s been so long. The realization that I can’t picture them as clearly as I used to hits me hard, and I sink down onto the grass.

      “Mama, I miss you so much.” My voice is barely a whisper. “I fell in love with a woman. Her name’s Natalie. You and she would’ve gotten along so well.” I reach out and trace Mama’s photo with my finger. “She has a baby girl, Rose. The baby isn’t mine, but I was there when she was born. I loved her and learned how to take care of her. I know you would’ve loved both of them.”

      “I was going to marry her. But it was complicated. Almost a year after we were told her husband died in a tragic accident, we found out he was alive. And just like that, I lost everything.” I stop to wipe away the tears that are falling freely now.

      I’m a man. I shouldn’t be crying, especially not in public. “I should’ve known better. I don’t deserve someone as wonderful as Natalie. I don’t deserve any woman. And I sure as hell don’t deserve to be any child’s father.”

      For so many years, I avoided facing my loss. I refused to face the fact that my parents were gone. That’s why I took Babusya’s last name. I wanted to fit in with my friends and have a normal family like everyone else. Whenever a schoolmate asked, I’d pretend that she was my mother. She never corrected me, letting me live in my made-up world. Now, I’m ashamed that I tried to erase my real parents from my life.

      But as much as I miss them, there’s a part of me that’s relieved they’re not here to see who I’ve become. Papa would never approve of the choices I’ve made, and Mama would be heartbroken that I’ll never marry or give her grandchildren. As much as I miss them, their deaths spared them the disappointment of seeing the man I’ve become.

      “Please forgive me, Papa,” I murmur, staring at his image. “You were my hero. The man I wanted to grow up to be. I wish I could promise to change, to be someone you’d be proud of. But I can’t walk away from the life I’ve built.”

      If only I knew when they left that night that it would be our final goodbye. I would have told them I loved them, held on a little longer.

      I close my eyes, letting the silence envelop me as if hoping to hear their voices one last time. Praying for their forgiveness.

      Finally, I lay the eight yellow roses, Mama’s favorite, on their grave. “I love you both.”
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      “I’ll be out of touch for a while,” I say, throwing my belongings into my bag as I speak.

      “Where will you be?” Maxim asks.

      “There’s something I need to take care of. Someone I need to see.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “I’ll be in touch when I can.” I end the call without waiting for his response.

      With my bag slung over one shoulder, I head out, ready for the road ahead.
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      The rumble of my motorcycle draws attention as I pull into the tiny village of Bobrivka. Children stop to point and giggle, curious about the loud machine. No one here owns a car, let alone a motorcycle. I slow down, maneuvering carefully along the rough paths, until I see the familiar clay house with its thatched roof.

      As I near, the wooden door creaks open, and a woman in a brightly colored fuska peers out. Her back is slightly hunched, and she leans on a cane. She looks much older than the last time I saw her. Her blue eyes, so much like my own, light up with recognition as I stop in front of her.

      “Viktor, is it really you?”

      “It’s me, Babusya.”

      “Miy onuk has come home.” She opens her arms, and I wrap her frail frame in a hug as she begins to cry.

      “Tak, Babusya. I’m home.”

      Gently, I take her arm and lead her inside, wanting privacy for our reunion. Nothing in her modest home has changed. She’s always lived a simple existence. The living room still has just a tattered sofa draped with a handmade blanket and a matching chair. I can almost picture Dido sitting there, smoking his pipe. Her kitchen is old-fashioned—traditional, she calls it, with an old wood stove and shelves lined with jars of preserved food. It’s nothing like the modern houses I’ve become used to, but it’s comfortable—it’s home.

      Like the other homes in the village, hers has no modern wiring or plumbing. A few years back, despite her protests, I gave her a cell phone and installed a small solar generator. I wanted to add some modern wiring to make life easier, but she refused. After many arguments, she relented and agreed to keep the generator solely to charge her cell phone—the one she never leaves turned on.

      “Where is your love?” she asks softly.

      I look away, feeling a familiar ache.

      “Vitya? Why do you look so sad?”

      “She’s gone,” I say, and we sit together on the sofa as I try to explain. Her eyes fill with compassion as she listens, and once again, I find myself struggling to hold back tears. This raw emotion is foreign and uncomfortable.

      “I’m so sorry, my dear boy,” she says, squeezing my hand. “You deserve happiness.”

      “No, Babusya. I don’t.”

      She tuts, patting my hand firmly. “There will be no more talk like that. You are Viktor Dobrow, my beloved grandson who deserves everything good in this life.” She offers a gentle smile. “Now, come with me. I need to bring in the laundry.” She moves to stand, but her legs falter.

      I rush to catch her, helping her settle back onto the sofa. “Are you okay?”

      She reaches into her pocket, pulling out a small glass bottle. Shaking out a pill, she slips it under her tongue.

      “What’s that for?” I ask, alarmed.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. Tell me, please.”

      With a sigh, she looks at me sadly. “I’m dying, Vitya.”

      The words hit like a punch to the gut, leaving me breathless. Dying? That can’t be true. She’s all I have left.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, struggling to keep my voice steady.

      “My heart is old and tired.”

      “I’ll take you to a doctor.” I pull out my phone, ready to call Maxim and find her the best care.

      But she places her hand over mine, stopping me. “I’ve already seen one.”

      “Then I’ll find you a better one.”

      “There’s too much damage.” She shakes her head. “I don’t have much time left.”

      My grandmother explains that she had a major heart attack several months ago. Fortunately, she’d been visiting a neighbor, who called the village doctor. He stabilized her long enough to get her to a bigger hospital in Kharkiv.

      “They poked and prodded at me for days,” she says. “The tests showed there was much damage to my heart.”

      “There are surgeries, medications⁠—”

      She holds up a hand. “I’m an old woman, Vitya. Too old for surgery.”

      “Then come back to Belgorod with me,” I urge, desperation edging my voice. “I’ll hire a nurse. We’ll find the best doctors.”

      “No,” she says firmly, standing with difficulty. “I will not spend my remaining days in a strange place surrounded by doctors who treat me like a lab experiment. I belong here.”

      “Babusya, please⁠—”

      “There will be no argument, onuk. My decision is final.”

      Now isn’t the time to push, so I try another approach. “Why didn’t you call me? I would’ve come to take care of you.” Guilt gnaws at me. She’s my responsibility, and I’ve failed her.

      “I have not been alone. Yelyzaveta comes every day to help me.” She smiles, but I see the sadness behind it. “But not of that matters because you’re here now.”

      Yelyzaveta. I haven’t thought of her in years. Growing up, she was a year younger than me. Although western dating wasn’t something practiced in the village, she and I spent all our free time together. Everyone in the village assumed we’d marry someday. But that was a long time ago. She’s probably married now, with children of her own.

      I follow Babusya outside to the clothesline, where she takes down her laundry, dropping it into the woven basket at her feet.

      “Here, let me.” I step in front of her, taking over.

      “I’m perfectly capable of handling my own laundry,” she protests, hands on her hips.

      “As am I.”

      She mutters, “Vpertyy khlopchyk.”

      “I learned to be stubborn from the best.” I grin, carrying the basket back inside as she follows, grumbling under her breath.

      “Put it on the table,” she instructs, waving a hand, “then go get settled in your room. I’ll fold it while I cook dinner.” I open my mouth to argue, but she holds up a finger. “Do not argue with an old woman.”

      Shaking my head, I grab my bag and open the wooden door to what was once my bedroom. Everything looks the same. Untouched as if it were preserved in a time capsule. Handmade blue curtains hang over the window, faded with age. The bed is made with white sheets and the patchwork quilt Babusya crafted from pieces of my parents’ clothing, so I’d always have them close. As a child, I never appreciated it, but now the familiarity brings a sense of peace. I sit on the edge of the bed, letting memories wash over me, before unpacking what few belongings I brought.

      When I return to the kitchen, my grandmother is at the counter, rolling cabbage leaves around a meat mixture. I recognize it instantly—holubtsi, a favorite dish of mine from childhood.

      “Did you grow the cabbage?” I ask, settling into a chair.

      “Of course,” she replies with a smile. “Now sit and rest. Dinner will be ready soon.”

      Her hands move deftly, and I watch in silence, grateful to be back in this small, familiar world, even if only for a little while.
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      VIKTOR

      Settling back into the village and returning to a simpler way of life has been an adjustment. There’s no television or internet here, no rush to get from one place to another. Besides my cell phone, I’m fully unplugged from the digital world. Part of me finds comfort in the isolation, while another part craves my usual pace.

      I’ve sent Babusya to rest while I rake out the chicken coop and gather the eggs. She works far too hard for her age.

      “I can get those,” a feminine voice says behind me.

      “It’s already done.”

      Carrying a bowl full of eggs, I step out of the hens’ enclosure and find Yelyzaveta waiting. The beautiful woman standing in front of me is the grown-up version of the fair-skinned, hazel-eyed girl I once knew.

      “I heard you were home,” she says softly. “How is Anoushka today?”

      “She’s well.” I start toward the house. “Babusya told me you come by daily to check on her, yet I haven’t seen you in the two weeks I’ve been here.”

      “Mama thought you might want time alone with her. But I can start coming by if you’d like.”

      As much as I want to care for Babusya myself, there are things she needs help with that aren’t appropriate for me to handle.

      “I would appreciate that.”

      “I can look in on her now if you’d like.”

      “She’s napping at the moment.”

      Veta’s eyes brighten. “Would you take a walk with me? Like we used to?”

      I set the eggs by the door. “As long as we’re not too long. I don’t like leaving Babusya alone for extended periods.”

      We stroll down the main path through the village. “It’s surprising how little things have changed here.”

      She gives a small laugh. “What did you expect?”

      “I thought maybe the younger generation would’ve brought in some modern technology—even basic things, like running water and electricity.”

      Veta shakes her head, smiling. “I don’t think that’ll ever happen.”

      We walk quietly until we reach the small lake on the edge of the village. Wildflowers line the bank, and frogs croak among the lily pads. I recall our childhood, how we’d race through our chores to come here on hot days, eager to jump into the cool water.

      “Anoushka told me you met someone. Is it serious?”

      “It was. But we’re not together anymore.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “What about you? Are you married?”

      “No.” Her reply is almost shy.

      I look at her, surprised. “When we were kids, you always talked about marrying and having children.”

      She tucks a strand of honey-colored hair behind her ear. “I’ve had proposals. But I turned them down.”

      “Why?”

      Veta hesitates, meeting my gaze. “Because none of them came from the man I’m in love with.”

      The intensity in her eyes is unmistakable. Before I can respond, an older man approaches.

      “You must be Viktor.” He extends his hand.

      “And you are?”

      “Volodymyr. I’m the village doctor.”

      I shake his hand. “Good to meet you. I’ve been wanting to discuss treatment options for my grandmother.”

      He glances between Yelyzeveta and me. “I can stop by the house later if that’s more convenient.”

      “I’d prefer to talk now if you have the time. Every minute we delay feels like wasted time. I’m afraid if we don’t do something soon, Babusya will run out of tomorrows.”

      Veta places a gentle hand on my arm. “I’ll check on Anoushka before heading home.”

      “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Once she leaves, the doctor watches her go and turns back to me. “Old friends?” he asks, eyebrows raised.

      “Yes, just old friends,” I clarify, brushing off his curiosity.

      He nods. “Understood.”

      “I want a more aggressive approach to my grandmother’s treatment. Just managing her symptoms here in the village isn’t enough. I want to take her back to Belgorod with me.”

      Volodymyr sighs. “Anoushka’s a very stubborn woman. I doubt you’ll have much success with that.”

      As we talk, he explains more about her health. “The only reason I managed to get her to Kharkiv was because she was unconscious most of the way. Once she stabilized, she was back to her usual self.” He chuckles but soon grows serious. “Your grandmother’s lucky to be alive, Viktor. The tests revealed significant heart damage. It took some coaxing, but she eventually admitted to shortness of breath and chest pain that she’d been experiencing for months.”

      Frustration builds as I listen. “I can get her the best doctors. Surely, they can⁠—”

      He shakes his head. “There’s nothing more anyone can do. Even if the damage were fixable, she isn’t strong enough for surgery. All we can do now is manage the symptoms and keep her comfortable.”

      I clench my jaw, barely containing my frustration. “Why wasn’t I called sooner? She has my number on the cell phone I gave her.”

      “We tried. She refused to let anyone contact you.”

      “I don’t care⁠—”

      “Viktor.” Volodymyr’s voice is firm but understanding. “I know you want to help, but she’s my patient, and I must respect her wishes. I’ll do everything I can to ensure she’s comfortable and that when her time comes, she’ll pass with dignity.”

      I hear his words, but I can’t accept them. He may be a capable doctor, but he doesn’t understand what’s possible beyond this village. My connections can get the best doctors in the world. Until I’ve exhausted every option, I refuse to believe nothing can be done.

      “I need to get back to her.”

      He nods, sympathetic. “I’ll walk with you. She’s on my list of patients to see today.”
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      Autumn is rapidly coming to a close. The last warm days are giving way to cooler air, a sure sign that winter is on its way. Unfortunately, as the seasons shift, so does Babusya. Every day, she grows weaker, her breathing more labored. She tries to hide it, but I see the strain.

      For the past hour, I’ve been in my room staring at my phone with Maxim’s contact pulled up. The doctor urged me to respect her wishes rather than spend our time fighting, but how can I sit by and watch her die when I have the resources to help?

      “Are you ready to go?” Babusya calls from the kitchen.

      “I’ll be right there,” I respond, tucking the phone away.

      For weeks now, we’ve been canning vegetables from her garden. The village has a way of life that emphasizes family and community. Everyone contributes to their household and shares with neighbors. It’s how they’ve not only survived but thrived for generations.

      The elderly, like my grandmother, don’t need to keep working, but she insists. It’s part of her. I can’t imagine her doing anything else as long as she’s breathing.

      Last night, after we finished the last of the work, I loaded the jars onto her wagon in preparation for today’s deliveries. The decision on whether or not to call Max will have to wait a little longer. But I know I can’t put it off much past today.

      “You’re finally ready,” she says when I come out of my room.

      “Sorry,” I say, leaning down to kiss her cheek. “Be sure to put your coat on. It’s chilly.”

      “My boy is trying to be the parent,” she teases, though she grabs her coat with a small smile.

      “No. I care about you and don’t want you getting sick.”

      She pats my cheek. “You’re a good man, Vitya.”

      Ignoring her words, I grip the wagon’s handle. “Let’s go.”
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      Together, we walk through the village, dropping off food at each home. At every stop, her neighbors invite us in to sit and reminisce. This village is all they know. Their lives are woven together. They may not be connected by blood, but that doesn’t make them any less of a family.

      While they talk, I watch Babusya. Her happiness radiates with each home we enter. Understandably, she doesn’t want to leave, but that doesn’t make her decision right. Leaving wouldn’t be forever—just long enough for her to get the care she needs.

      When we step outside one of the homes, I take her arm. “You look tired, Babusya. Let’s go home.”

      “We have one more stop.”

      “I’ll do it tomorrow.”

      “No, we will go now,” she insists.

      I give in and help her to the last house—Yelyzeveta’s family home.

      The door opens before we even knock, and Veta’s mother greets us. “Anoushka, you look well today. Please, come in.” She turns to me with a smile. “Viktor, it’s wonderful to have you back.”

      “Thank you, Ksenia.” I lean in to kiss her on both cheeks.

      “I just put tea on. Will you stay for a cup?”

      “Maybe next⁠—”

      “Of course we will,” Babusya interjects, cutting me off with a grin.

      “Veta,” Ksenia calls, “please set out two more cups.”

      “Who’s—” Veta appears around the corner and freezes when she sees me. It only takes her a second to recover. She turns to my grandmother with a smile. “Anoushka, it’s so good to see you out. And you too, Viktor.”

      The afternoon stretches on as we share tea and listen to Ksenia and Babusya recount stories from our childhood. They laugh about old pranks and retell memories I’d nearly forgotten.

      “Yuri and I always thought Yelyzeveta and Viktor would end up married one day,” Ksenia says with a twinkle in her eye.

      “As did I,” Babusya adds, not missing a beat.

      Glancing at Veta, I notice a hint of sadness in her eyes. Did she believe it, too? I feel everyone’s eyes on me as if they’re expecting a response. A declaration of love. But there’s nothing to offer.

      “Mama, don’t put Viktor on the spot,” Veta murmurs, looking away. “That was a long time ago.”

      “It was, but love can span distance and time. You’ll soon discover that,” Babusya says with a knowing smile.

      “We should start for home,” I say, steering the conversation away.

      “Why don’t you stay for dinner?” Ksenia suggests.

      Staying is the last thing I want, but I defer to my grandmother.

      “Thank you for the invitation,” she replies, “but I’m getting tired. Perhaps another time?”

      “Of course. Yelyzeveta will let me know when you’re up to it.”

      We say our goodbyes and begin the slow walk home at a pace much slower than before.

      “I’m so glad you came home, dear boy,” Babusya says between labored breaths.

      “I still wish you’d called sooner.”

      “You’re here now.”

      “But we could’ve had more time,” I murmur.

      More time. It seems that’s become a theme echoing through my life. Always longing for more time with the people I love.

      My parents. Natalie and Rose.

      And now, these precious days with Babusya.

      I can almost hear the clock ticking, each second reminding me that our time together is slipping away.
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      Irina and I are at Jelena’s Hope. Although Amelia is progressing well, she continues to attend therapy sessions once a week. Irina is visiting a few of our guests who are preparing to transition into community housing. I’m using the time to check on the construction team. We are expanding the building to accommodate more recovered persons. Most places would see an expansion as a success—yet here, it is a grim reminder of the evil that exists.

      Our growth reflects the relentless spread of human trafficking. Some days, it feels as if dismantling one ring only gives rise to three more. It is discouraging, but it is a fight I will not give up. As long as I am breathing, I will continue to hunt these animals and take them down.

      The construction foreman gives me a progress update when my phone vibrates in my pocket. Viktor’s name appears on the screen. “Excuse me,” I tell the foreman. “I need to take this.” Walking a few steps away, I answer the call. “Viktor?”

      “Hi,” he says quietly.

      I hesitate, noting the unusual tone in his voice. “How are things going there?”

      “Not well,” he replies, his voice tinged with sorrow. Viktor rarely calls unless it’s about work, and I can tell this is different. “My grandmother is dying.”

      His words catch me off guard.

      “She won’t let me help her. What do I do, Max? I can’t lose her. Not now.”

      Viktor is not a boy, but the vulnerability in his voice sounds almost childlike. He has endured more loss than most in his thirty-two years, and even now, while he is home to recover from losing Natalie, he is facing another tragedy.

      “Bring her here,” I suggest. “I will arrange for the best doctors.”

      “I’ve tried,” he says, sounding defeated. “She refuses to leave. Won’t even let me bring anyone in. She’s content to die.”

      “Anoushka has always been strong-willed,” I say gently. “She was not afraid to challenge me head-on when you first came to work for me.” I chuckle at the memory. “She raised you to be the man you are, Viktor. Now, it is your turn to care for her in the way she wishes.”

      “But I have the means to get⁠—”

      “No,” I interrupt. “You must honor her wishes as she faces the end of her life. This will no doubt be the hardest job you have ever done.”

      He is quiet, then murmurs, “I don’t know if I can do this, Max.”

      “You will find the strength.” I pause, then add, “Alexander called, asking about you.”

      I had not planned on mentioning it, but maybe knowing someone cares will encourage him. Viktor and Alexander share a deep, if not complex, bond. I hope this knowledge prompts him to reach out.

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That you went home for some time off. And you are doing well.”

      “Does he know where I am?”

      “No.”

      “Thank you. I need this distance right now.”

      “I understand you need the space, but think about calling him. Alexander values your friendship.”

      “I’m probably the last person Alex wants to hear from.”

      “Do not shut him out, Viktor. Just consider it.”

      “Yeah.”

      I do not press further. He needs his friends now more than ever, but pushing him might only drive him further away. “If there is anything you need, do not hesitate to call me.”

      We say our goodbyes, and I prepare to go in search of Irina. But when I turn around, she is already there.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt,” she says softly.

      “Thank you, vozlyublenny.” I kiss her cheek. “It was Viktor. He is struggling.”

      She frowns in concern. “Where is he?”

      “With Anoushka. It will be some time before he will be ready to return.” I glance around. “Is Amelia ready?”

      “Yes, she’s waiting for us in the lobby.”

      “Let us get our girl and go home.”

      My heart is heavy, carrying the weight of Viktor’s pain. I understand too well what it is to watch someone you love slip away, unable to stop it. My only hope is that he has someone by his side. But I know no one can spare him from the pain he will face shortly.

      It is a road he must traverse alone.
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      Drawn to the water, I walk to the stream at the edge of the village before placing the call. Talking to Max has brought up memories I haven’t revisited in years—especially the day I left this place behind.

      Babusya wasn’t pleased when I told her I was going to Russia for work. My excitement was genuine as I shared a carefully crafted story about Maxim’s involvement in clean energy and how I’d be working with him in this up-and-coming field.

      But Babusya didn’t buy my story for a second.

      “Vitya, you know nothing about this energy business,” she said, eyeing me shrewdly. “I may be an old lady, but I’m not dumb. You’re up to no good.” She wagged a finger at me, unimpressed.

      I chuckle now, remembering how she’d planted herself in front of the door, hands on her hips, refusing to let me pass. I politely asked her to move, but she refused, glaring at me. I had to lift her up and physically move her to get out the door.

      My work is dangerous, but Maxim has been very good to me. He’s the closest thing to a father I’ve had in years. Hearing his voice was comforting, even though I didn’t like his advice. He’s right, though. I can’t change what’s happening—my grandmother is dying. There’s no stopping it.

      What really surprised me was hearing that Alex had asked about me. He graciously accepted my apology, but I figured he’d be relieved I was out of his and Natalie’s lives. Still, a part of me misses our friendship.

      The thought pulls me back to a place I’d been trying to avoid. I open the gallery app on my phone, scrolling through pictures of happier times. Selfies with Natalie. Stolen moments of Natalie with Rose, tender interactions she didn’t know I was capturing at the time. Videos of baby Rose giggling and calling for Friker.

      Natalie.

      God, I miss her so much it physically hurts. During the day, the smallest thing, a scent or a sound, triggers memories of her. At night, she fills my dreams. I wake up reaching out, but she’s no longer curled up next to me. Everything in me wants to call her to hear her voice. But I can’t. She’s no longer mine. Natalie is with Alex, where she was always meant to be.

      Swallowing the memories back down, I close the photos and tuck the phone away. There are other matters that need my attention now.
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      When I return to the house, Babusya is sitting outside. Her cheeks are grayish, and her lips have a faint blue tint. Every day, her heart fails her a little more. But her cyan-blue eyes still light up when she sees me. I’m thankful I came home when I did. That I have these last precious days with her.

      “Why are you out here?” I ask, reaching for her arm. “It’s too chilly. You’ll catch a cold.”

      She swats my hand away, scowling. “I asked Veta to bring me out,” she says, pausing to catch her breath. “I wanted fresh air.”

      “Where’s Veta?” My voice hardens. She should know better than to leave her alone in this cold.

      “I sent her home.”

      “You know I don’t like you being alone.”

      She waves me off, and I take a deep breath, steadying myself.

      “I wanted to talk to you alone,” she says firmly.

      I sit down beside her in a rickety wooden chair. “All right, what is it?”

      “You. And Yelyzeveta.” She turns to face me. “You two were always meant to be together. Neither of you has married. Now, after all these years, fate has brought you back together.”

      “Babusya,” I sigh, unamused by her matchmaking.

      “She’s a good woman and will make a fine wife. You can marry and have a family. This house will be yours. You can build a life here.”

      “How do I even know she wants that?”

      “Oh, Vitya, my boy,” she says, patting my arm. “Yelyzeveta has waited for you to return. She always believed you’d come back someday.”

      Waited for me? Why would she do that?

      “You’ve been invited to dinner this evening as part of your courtship,” she announces as if it’s settled.

      “I’m not leaving you alone,” I reply, crossing my arms.

      “Ksenia will be along to sit with me.”

      “I’d rather stay here with you.” I stand. “Let me make you something to eat.”

      “No. I’m not hungry.”

      She’s barely eaten anything for days now.

      “You need to eat, Babusya. To keep up your strength.”

      She shakes her head, smiling faintly. “I won’t be here much longer.”

      “Don’t say that,” I murmur.

      Her hand rests on my arm, and I cover it with my own. Her skin is thin and fragile, cold to the touch. As if her body is betraying her and breaking down.

      “I’m grateful for each day I wake,” she says quietly, “but I do not fear death.”

      Death.

      It’s not death itself I fear—I’ve stared it down countless times. Confronted it. Brought it to many people. It’s living in the silence it leaves behind. It’s wanting to touch and talk to loved ones who are no longer here.

      It’s being alone.

      We sit there, her hand in mine, watching her neighbors go about their daily lives. Women pull laundry off clotheslines while young children toddle at their feet. Older children run in the streets, laughing and playing. The men work in the fields, preparing for winter. Life in this village has stayed the same, as though they live in a time capsule.

      And then, another realization settles over me. When Babusya passes, life here will go on—without her. Sure, there will be a mourning period, but afterward, people will return to their routines. She’ll become a memory, just another part of the past. The thought is a sobering reminder of how quickly life moves forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Viktor

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After getting my grandmother in the house, I make a cup of tea to warm her up. Then, I head to my room to change for dinner. A date is the last thing I want tonight, but I won’t disrespect Babusya or Yelyzeveta by refusing.

      My options are limited since I packed light—jeans and a T-shirt will have to do. I glance in the small mirror atop the dresser. It’s been years since I’ve let my hair grow out, and my reflection feels oddly unfamiliar. I run a hand through the blond strands and shrug. Good enough. Grabbing my jacket off the bed, I return to the main room.

      Ksenia is already here. She’s sitting on the sofa with my grandmother. The comforting smell of soup fills the house, and I notice a pot simmering on the stove. Ksenia must have brought dinner. Hopefully, she can coax my grandmother to eat.

      “You look very handsome this evening, Vitya,” Ksenia remarks with a warm smile.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” I walk over to Babusya. “Please, try to eat something. I won’t be late.”

      She waves me off with a smile, exchanging a conspiratorial look with Ksenia. “Take your time. Ksenia will keep me company.”

      I shake my head, bending down to kiss her cheek. “All right. I’ll see you later.”

      “Enjoy yourself, Viktor,” she says softly.

      I nod, heading out the door. The sun dips below the horizon, casting a warm glow over the quiet village as I make my way to Veta’s house. The streets are empty. Everyone has gone inside for dinner. Here, without electricity, the people follow the sun’s rhythms—early to bed, early to rise.

      When I reach her house, I knock. After a moment, the door opens, and Veta greets me.

      “I’m glad you came,” she says, stepping aside. “Please, come in.”

      “Thanks for the invitation,” I reply, following her inside.

      She leads me to the kitchen, where the table is set for two. The soft glow from the oil lamp casts a cozy light over the room, giving it a surprisingly intimate feel. It reminds me of the Valentine's Day dinner I once planned for Natalie—a bittersweet memory. I force myself to put that aside and try to remain in the present moment.

      “You’re a little early,” Veta says with a small laugh. “Dinner won’t be ready for a few more minutes.”

      “Can I help with anything?” I offer.

      She chuckles softly. “No. You sit and relax.”

      I forget how old-fashioned the expectations are here. There have always been traditional views of men’s and women’s roles. Even though I’m more than capable of helping, she pulls out a chair, waiting for me to sit.

      Veta’s modest blue dress flutters as she moves gracefully around the kitchen. Several loose curls frame her face. Every now and then, she reaches up, checking the pins in her hair. Soon, she begins bringing dishes to the table. She reaches behind her to untie her apron, but as hard as she tries, it doesn’t come undone.

      “It seems I’ve knotted it,” she says, glancing over her shoulder. “Could you help?”

      My hands shake as I work to untie the strings. Natalie used to wear an apron, too, one with a ridiculous pumpkin pattern. She’d always wrap the strings around her waist and tie them in front to avoid this very issue.

      “There, I got it,” I say, stepping back.

      “Thank you.” She sets the apron aside and joins me at the table.

      Dinner is delicious, full of fresh ingredients and flavors that only a home-cooked meal can offer. Conversation flows effortlessly between us. I find myself smiling and laughing more than I expected.

      “What are your plans now that you’re back?” she asks, glancing at me curiously.

      “I haven’t really thought about it,” I admit. “Right now, I’m focused on taking care of Babusya.”

      “She hasn’t stopped smiling since you came home.”

      Home.

      Once upon a time, this place was my home. Compared to the rush of New York City, life here is slower, simpler—untouched by the chaos of the modern world. But can I really see myself staying here permanently?

      “Viktor.” Veta waves her hand in front of my face, pulling me back. “You seemed like you were somewhere else.”

      “Sorry,” I murmur and stand up. “Let me help you clear the table.”

      “This is woman’s work,” she says, carrying the dishes to the sink. “Would you like something to drink?”

      “No, thank you.” I walk to the window, gazing into the darkness. “Veta, would you ever consider leaving the village?”

      She turns and leans against the wooden countertop. “That’s an odd question. Why do you ask?”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “For the right man, I’d go anywhere,” she says, moving closer. “But I’d want to come back someday. I love it here and want to raise my children in this village.”

      We linger in silence, caught in a moment that stretches between us. Then, she rises onto her toes and kisses me. I slide my hands into her hair, loosening it from its pins, then grip the back of her neck, deepening the kiss.

      “Viktor, stop.” Her hands press against my chest, creating space between us.

      I let go immediately, taking a step back as I catch my breath.

      “What was that?” she asks as she quickly pins her hair back up.

      “It was a kiss,” I say, struggling to hide my confusion. She kissed me first. But when I closed my eyes, it wasn’t Veta whose lips were kissing mine. It was Natalie’s hair threaded through my fingers. “Isn’t that what you wanted?” I ask, confused.

      “I wanted it, yes,” Veta says softly, touching her lips.

      “Have you ever been kissed?”

      “Yes,” she says. “But it felt wrong. Like you weren’t thinking about me.”

      How did she see right through me? “I need some air.” I turn and hurry out the door, with Veta following behind.

      “What do you want from me, Veta?” I ask, keeping my gaze on the ground.

      “I want you to allow me to love you,” she says, reaching out, her fingers brushing my arm. But it’s not the touch I long to feel. “I want you to love me in return. I want us to be married, to start a family, right here where we belong.”

      Meeting her hazel eyes, I will myself to feel something for this woman who’s poured out her heart to me. But there’s nothing. “How do you know that you’d be happy with me?”

      “I’ve loved you for most of my life.”

      I shake my head slowly. “Veta, you don’t know who I am. Or what I’ve become.”

      “Please, don’t say no.” A tear slips down her cheek. “We’ll be good together.” She cups my face with her hand. “I’ve dreamt about what it would be like for so many years. I know you’ll be kind and gentle.”

      “Are you still a virgin, Veta?”

      She looks down, her voice barely a whisper. “No. But please, don’t tell Mama.”

      The weight of her words sinks in, but I keep my expression unreadable. In this village, tradition and reputation are everything. If anyone finds out she hasn’t saved herself for marriage, her prospects will vanish. The men here value purity over character, and that disgusts me more than I care to admit.

      “Your secret is safe,” I say, my voice steady, though my gaze sharpens. “But understand this—I’m not the kind of man who handles a woman gently.”

      She hesitates, then lifts her eyes to meet mine. There’s determination there, defiance even. “You can teach me,” she says softly, stepping closer. Her fingers brush mine as she tries to grab my hand.

      I pull away sharply, retreating before she can close the gap.

      “We can go inside now,” she continues, undeterred. Her voice takes on a pleading edge. “I’ll show you that I can please you.”

      “Veta,” I snap, my tone harsher than intended. Her lips part in surprise, but I don’t stop. “This isn’t a game. You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

      Part of me longs to take her up on her offer. To go inside and sink into her, all while envisioning she’s Natalie. I want to fuck her until the pain in my heart is gone. But I can’t. Veta deserves more than to be used by a man who’s in love with someone else.

      Her cheeks flush, whether from embarrassment or frustration, I can’t tell. “I’m not a child. I know what I want,” she insists, her voice trembling slightly.

      “You don’t,” I counter, the steel in my voice leaving no room for argument
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