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      To all my readers who enjoy a deeply passionate love story entwined with unexpected twists, and the perils of suspense and dark secrets. This one’s for you!

      

      While this book does contain domestic violence, it is so much more a story of courage, healing, and the ultimate triumphant journey to finding the joy and happiness we all deserve.
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      Semyon Novikov, head of the Chicago Bratva—the Brotherhood—knew how to throw a birthday party. From what Alex could see, the man had spared no expense.

      His primary targets—Yuri Petrov, Nikolai Lebedev, and Semyon Novikov—were deep in conversation at the end of the bar set up in Novikov’s backyard oasis, throwing back shots of vodka and French Cognac, and puffing on Yuri’s very expensive and very smuggled Cuban Maduro cigars. A gold-plated cocaine tray rested on the bar. Novikov did most of the talking, while Yuri and Nikolai, both top Bratva brigadiers, occasionally gave deferential nods.

      Despite being a party for Novikov’s young granddaughter, bottles of Beluga vodka and deep bowls of red and black caviar lined every table. Any remaining space on the tables was taken up by gilded platters heaped high with smoked and pickled fish, Olivier salad, herring with potatoes, beef stroganoff, bowls of borscht, and every other Russian specialty known to mankind. The rich, hearty smells only made him crave a thick, juicy cheeseburger, fries, and a cold beer.

      From a corner of the garden landscaped with fountains and white marble statues of half naked men and women, Alex sipped vodka from a crystal tumbler that probably cost as much as the tailored Armani suit he wore, courtesy of the FBI’s hefty undercover expense account. Looking the part was essential. Wearing a cheap, off-the-rack suit would never do.

      That was the way with Russians, always having to top each other and buy the biggest, most expensive thing out there. Not to be outdone by any other organized crime leader, Novikov’s palatial estate in the Gold Coast section of Chicago was one of the priciest historical mansions on Astor Street. The four-story brick structure was furnished with all the fancy trappings organized crime could buy. Including 14 karat gold-plated sink fixtures in every bathroom.

      Nearly all the chairs at the tables were filled by Novikov’s extended family which, naturally, included not only children, grandchildren, aunts and uncles, but judges, teachers, priests, and local business owners—well over a hundred people. Russian folk music filled the air, along with so much chatter, he doubted even the high-tech, virtually undetectable wire he wore would be capable of picking up any one voice.

      Alex took another sip from his glass, letting the expensive vodka burn a trail down his throat. He’d gotten in deep with the Bratva, particularly with Yuri Petrov. Though he’d finally made it through the doors of Novikov’s inner sanctum, there were still some meetings he wasn’t invited to.

      After two years, his assignment was nearly over. It was a job he’d been given as a very young agent, because FBI headquarters had determined no one else was qualified for it. At least, not without the high probability of becoming fish food at the bottom of Lake Michigan. It was also one that required being separated from spouses, significant others, and kids. Things he didn’t have at the moment and didn’t want again. Not with his history of hurting anyone close to him. For him, this assignment was self-inflicted penance.

      For hurting those he’d loved most.

      Another burning slug of vodka yanked him back to reality.

      While he’d been proving his loyalty to the Bratva, committing enough crimes of sufficient risk and getting vouched for by two other members of the Brotherhood, he’d managed to gather rock-solid evidence on a host of crimes, including racketeering, drug, weapons and human trafficking, loan sharking, money laundering, and corruption of public officials.

      The only intel yet to nail down was that of a kidnapping-murder scheme Yuri Petrov and Nikolai Lebedev were rumored to have orchestrated. The kidnappings were documented—six affluent Russian businessmen, so far. Millions of dollars in ransom money had been paid. But the bodies had never been found, and there was no evidence connecting Petrov, Lebedev, or anyone else, to the kidnappings.

      Which was odd.

      Typically, there’d be something to follow up on. A clue, a lead, a subtle trail of evidence to follow, but there wasn’t. While Petrov was known to be a torpedo—a Russian hit man brought in to do the dirty work others didn’t have the stomach for—he wasn’t a sophisticated assassin. Neither was Lebedev.

      So how the hell had they covered up six murders?

      With the glass to his lips, Alex surveilled the partiers. There had to be evidence somewhere, and he wasn’t leaving this assignment until he found it.

      He caught sight of Olga Lebedev, Nikolai’s scantily clad, man-hungry wife, making her usual rounds. He wasn’t sure which she wore more of at the moment, diamonds or clothes. Her ears, neck, both wrists and most of her fingers sparkled with gemstones, while the bright pink satin dress barely covered the rest of her assets. The more designer labels and jewelry a woman wore was a sign of how successful her husband was. Getting hit on by Olga was a rite of passage. He’d never fallen prey to her attempts to have sex, and whenever she sidled up to him, he felt like he needed to scrub his skin with steel wool to get clean again. He guessed Lebedev knew about his wife’s blatant sexual proclivities and didn’t care. Lebedev had his own extramarital pursuits.

      Associating with scum like Lebedev and Petrov held more than just the danger of having his identity discovered at any moment. With the FBI’s blessing, about the only crime he hadn’t committed in the last sixteen months, was murder. Some days, it seemed the evil of the Brotherhood was rubbing off on him. Alex couldn’t wait for the day he could take a shower and rinse off the filth that seemed permanently tattooed to his body.

      Birds chirped in the flowering cherry trees. Children playing on the giant jungle gym laughed and blew bubbles. A few people sat in padded outdoor furniture on the balcony, including Viktoria Vladimirovna Petrov, Yuri Petrov’s wife. During his rise to becoming one of Yuri’s most trusted men, he’d barely crossed paths with the woman, and those moments had been fleeting.

      Yuri’s wife stood and rested her forearms on a remote corner of the balcony as she watched the children play. There wasn’t much intel on her, only that she’d been American-born to Russian parents and spoke Russian fluently. Alex had seen her photos in Yuri’s FBI file, but they’d all been taken from a distance. Yuri had once told him Viktoria was an ugly and ungrateful bimbo that didn’t appreciate anything he gave her, and that he was stuck with her for better or worse. She didn’t strike him as any of those things. She was a bit thin but had something about her that would make any man look twice. And he did.

      With her thick blond hair cascading down her shoulders, she reminded him of Rapunzel. Her dark blue dress was modest and not revealing, unlike that of the majority of the other wives he’d met on this assignment. Despite the cloud cover, large dark sunglasses shielded her eyes.

      Her chest rose and fell in what looked like a deep sigh. Not even the sunglasses could hide that kind of body language. In that moment, she looked like the loneliest person he’d ever seen.

      Alex glanced to where Novikov still held court with Yuri and Nikolai, then meandered through the garden and made his way up the stairs to the balcony. Ignoring pats on the back from Yuri’s crew at the success of his latest real estate acquisition that had laundered over five million dollars, he made his way to where Viktoria stood.

      “We’ve never formally met.” He extended his hand. “I’m Alexei—Alex—Tarankov.”

      Slowly, as if in a trance, she turned from the railing. Rather than take his hand, she lowered her sunglasses an inch to stare at him from striking cornflower-blue eyes. Ironically, while he was checking her eyes out, he knew she was looking at his. He chuckled. At this point in his life, he was used to getting stared at.

      “Viktoria Petrova,” she said, using the formal Russian grammatical rule of adding an “a” to the end of her husband’s last name. She offered her hand, and the moment his fingers closed around hers, a warm, delicate heat made the hair on his arm prickle. For a moment, she looked  at their clasped hands, then tugged hers away. She shoved her glasses back into place but not before he’d gotten a good look at the shiner at her left eye.

      “Uh, may I join you?” he asked quickly, indicating the chairs. Her touch had momentarily put him off his game, something he couldn’t afford to let happen.

      Viktoria glanced over the balcony in the direction of her husband. “Why not?” She gave a brief yet patently false smile and sat down.

      “Novikov has a house like a palace,” he said, sitting across the table. When she didn’t respond to his small-talk, he asked, “Are you enjoying the party?”

      “No, I really don’t care for these…gatherings.”

      He respected her blunt honesty and privately agreed with her. This wasn’t a party at all. It was a blatantly ostentatious business meeting disguised as a birthday party for a twelve-year old girl, and it sickened him.

      While he couldn’t see her eyes behind those big sunglasses, her gaze remained on the children. “Are one of them yours?” Not according to Yuri’s file.

      “No.” She looked down at her hands, adding softly, “I’m afraid I don’t have any children.”

      “I’m sorry.” Unwittingly, he’d struck a nerve. Even behind the glasses, she couldn’t hide how much his question had bothered her. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I was trying to be glibly charming and entertain you until your husband comes back.” He hoped to get a smile out of her. It bugged him when he didn’t.

      “It’s not your fault, and you don’t have to entertain me. I’m just part of the furniture.” She gave him another forced smile, leaving him wondering at her last comment.

      A shadow landed on the table, and she gasped. More like jumped out of the chair.

      Yuri slapped Alex on the back. “Semyon’s pleased with your contribution. Try one of these.” He handed Alex a Cuban Maduro. “Once you go Cuban, you’ll never go back.”

      “Vika,” Yuri said, and when he rested a hand on her shoulder, she flinched. “You are looking so thin. Go. Eat something.”

      “I will,” Viktoria said. “Excuse me.”

      As Alex accepted the cigar, he discreetly followed her graceful, willowy figure as she made a hasty departure into the house. Thoughts of how her hand had felt in his lingered dangerously.

      How and why had someone like her hooked up with Yuri Petrov in the first place, let alone married him? The answer to those questions hadn’t been in the file. But she wasn’t his concern. He was there to do a job and nothing more.

      And yet, he wondered how she’d gotten that shiner.

      “Light up.” Yuri held out a silver butane lighter.

      Reluctantly, Alex lit up. He enjoyed an occasional cigar, but these Maduros had a distinctly strong odor he didn’t care for.

      Just as he didn’t care for Yuri Petrov.

      It would take a while, but Yuri’s time would come.

      Alex would make sure of it.
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      It was finally here—the University of Illinois course guide.

      Viktoria pushed the steaming bowl of borscht aside and flipped to the psychology section, circling the half dozen or so courses she planned on taking in the upcoming semester. She’d always wanted to help people and was naturally good at it.

      Yuri ripped the course guide out of her hands and threw it into the kitchen garbage can.

      “Hey!” She widened her eyes and stood to retrieve the precious booklet. It was the golden gateway to her professional future. “Why did you do that?”

      “Sit.” He gripped her shoulder and shoved her back into the chair. Those pills he’d been taking lately—anabolic steroids—were not only making him stronger but more aggressive. His upper lip curled into a nasty sneer. The leaping stag tattoo covering most of his forearm rippled and flexed, as if it wanted to jump right off his skin and attack her. “All summer you’ve done nothing but babble like an idiot about going back to school.” He poked his finger at her chest. “You neglect me. You need to concentrate on being my wife.”

      “I haven’t neglected you.” How could he even think that? Never once had she complained when he dragged her to parties she hadn’t wanted to attend. Not once had she failed to prepare one of his favorite Russian home cooked-meals on those rare evenings when they stayed in. “I’m excited about going to grad school. You know how much I want to get my doctorate.” He’d known since before they were married.

      “That will take fucking years,” he yelled at the top of his lungs, his accent thickening. He heaved his coffee cup across the small apartment kitchen, shattering it against the wall behind her.

      Pieces of the mug flew everywhere, and she winced when one of them hit the back of her head. If she hadn’t been so frightened by his violent outburst, she would have commented that the coffee splatter reminded her of a Rorschach inkblot, or that people in some cities paid laughably hefty prices for coffee art. Instead, she could only keep wondering where this unpleasant aspect of Yuri’s personality had been hiding when they’d been dating. The outbursts were becoming more frequent. At least he hadn’t hit her this time.

      His nostrils flared, and a tic jumped in his cheek. Brown eyes she’d once thought beautiful were now hard and cold. Yuri frowned so fiercely his dark eyebrows nearly touched over his nose. He tugged out a Java cigarette from a pack on the table and lit up. After taking a long drag and holding it in his lungs for a few seconds, he blew out the smoke. He knew how much she hated him smoking inside. Over the last month, he’d been doing it anyway.

      A moment later, his features softened. “I’m sorry, my love. My beautiful Vika.” Lately, she’d also begun to detest when he used the nickname her mother called her by. It was part of the special bond between them, and Yuri knew it. He leaned down to kiss her forehead. “You look like a peasant. Get dressed. We’re going out.”

      Wrinkling her nose at the pungent smell of the Java’s smoke, she went into the bedroom and opened her closet. Dressed? She was dressed but understood what he meant.

      While she’d been born in the United States to native Russians, Yuri and his friend Nikolai—Nikki—had emigrated here twenty years ago with nothing but four thousand rubles between them, the equivalent of fifty U.S. dollars.

      After pulling a dress from a hangar, she grabbed shoes from a box. Dressing up, even to go to the grocery store, was an important facet of Russian life. Yuri put a high value on his and her outward appearance. To him, it was a sign that he’d come up in the world and would garner respect. To her, it just seemed like one big competition with everyone trying to outdo one another. Though even her mother was somewhat judgmental if Viktoria went out in public without wearing lipstick. Her mother would “make the face,” and say, “Put on lipstick, you feel better. Is good life advice.”

      Two hours later, and wearing more makeup than she would have liked and an expensive Hermès emerald-green silk sheath and matching heels, they’d driven well into farm country south of Chicago.

      Viktoria glanced at Yuri’s strong, chiseled profile, relieved that his momentary annoyance with her had passed. She chocked it up to job stress, some new business he’d been putting together with Nikki for their boss, Semyon Novikov. The hand-tailored dark gray suit he wore hugged his muscular, six-foot frame beautifully. He really was such a handsome man, and she was lucky to have him. Outbursts aside, that was.

      After passing a large equestrian center and two pet resorts, she asked, “Where are we going?”

      “I have a surprise for you, but first, I want to check on property Nikki and I bought for a new investment deal.” At an opening in the tall grass lining both sides of the two-lane highway, he slowed and turned onto a rutted dirt road.

      “What kind of investment deal?” She looked out the window as he continued on until they came to the edge of a tiny lake that was more like a big pond.

      “Houses.” Yuri stopped the car. “It’s perfect, yes?”

      If you say so.

      The nearest town was over an hour away, and there was nothing as far as the eye could see except three-foot-high weeds and the lake. A small fish leaped from the water, splashing down and sending gentle ripples toward the shoreline.

      “Wait here.” He got out and started walking around the lake.

      Occasionally, he turned to look over his shoulder, as if he was searching for something. Only there wasn’t anything out here, except farmland and the smell of cow manure.

      Since when had Yuri and Nikki gotten into the housing market? Neither of them was a building contractor.

      “How much property did you buy?” she asked when he sat behind the wheel again.

      “Three acres.”

      “How many houses can you build on three acres?”

      “Who cares?” He shrugged. “I like the lake. It’s waterfront property.”

      Two hours later, in a suburb just outside the Chicago city limits, they stood before a titanic-sized stucco house.

      “All I’m saying is you should drop out of school,” Yuri said, taking another drag on the cigarette he’d lit up. “Temporarily,” he added quickly when she opened her mouth to object. “That way you’ll have time to decorate this house I bought for you.”

      Viktoria’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, Yuri! Are you serious?” She and her mother had only lived in small, ratty apartments. Even the one she and Yuri rented was tiny. Living in her own house was a dream-come-true. What could she say to such a loving husband? “Now we can get a dog!” Those two pet resorts they’d passed had instilled the idea in her head, and now she couldn’t let it go.

      “Nothing is too good for my beautiful wife. First, we start a family in this house. You’ll be so busy taking care of our children that you won’t have time for school or a dog.”

      She couldn’t suppress a frown. “I do want children, lots of them. It’s just that…I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I thought we agreed to put off having children for a few years, at least until I finished my master’s degree.” A dog would have been nice to keep her company for those nights Yuri worked late, often not returning home until the next morning.

      A flare of anger sizzled in his darkening eyes, but the look on his face quickly morphed to one of contrition. “Dorogaya. Sweetheart, I love you and only want what’s best for us. For you,” he emphasized. “The owner of this house passed away recently under unfortunate circumstances. I got a great deal on it. You told me how much you want children, and this is a perfect opportunity.”

      Dropping out of school hadn’t been part of the plans, but the idea of raising a family in her own house took root and was too dreamy to ignore.

      The next day, she officially dropped out of school, promising her professors she would re-matriculate.

      But in the back of her mind, Viktoria worried she never would.

      
        * * *

      

      “Ashamed?” Yuri slapped her hand away. “I’ve been trying to get you pregnant for six months! I gave you a house, a car, jewelry, furs, and you can’t even give me a son.” He shoved her away roughly, his face reddening, his eyes angry and glaring with contempt.

      “Yuri, wait––” Viktoria crawled to his side of the bed and reached out for him. She couldn’t take it when he was this angry, never knowing what he would do next. She had to do something to calm the brewing storm. He shrugged her off and swung around.

      The last thing she remembered was the sight of his fist aimed at her head.

      Viktoria awoke in the morning and staggered to the bathroom, her face and head aching fiercely with every step. She turned on the light and winced. Another shiner blossomed over the puffy skin around her eye. She stared back at the bruised face in the mirror and automatically began dabbing concealer on the reddish-purple marks. This was the second time he’d hit her.

      “How did my life come to this?” she asked the pathetic creature looking back at her. This woman wasn’t her anymore. This woman was unsure of herself and completely unable to stand on her own two feet. Even her personality was different now. The real Viktoria was gone, buried somewhere, and she didn’t know where to find her or how to get her back.

      She used to be bubbly, vibrant, full of humor and had a life brimming with good friends. Now, being herself and telling a joke would only get her an angry glare from Yuri. As the months had flown by, her friends had simply stopped calling.

      “Things weren’t supposed to turn out this way,” she sniffled. What had happened to the independent college girl with big plans for a career? What about love, a happy marriage, and children?

      She’d gotten the marriage, all right, but the love and happiness hadn’t lasted, and having children now seemed like a faraway dream. As was becoming a psychologist. She watched as fresh tears streamed unchecked, washing away the makeup she’d just painstakingly applied.

      Dear Lord! Maybe everything wrong in my marriage really is my fault. Including the inability to have children.

      Was this all life had to offer? In the depths of her heart, she feared it was so and also feared never having the guts to forge a new path to happiness.

      Her mother didn’t know what she was going through, and Viktoria refused to burden her. She already had her undergrad Bachelor of Science in Psychology. She could fix this. She could repair whatever was wrong with her marriage.

      A noise came from the doorway. She gasped at Yuri’s reflection in the mirror. “Forgive me,” he said, rather than asked, as he shoved an enormous bouquet of pink and red roses into her arms. Flowers had become an all-too-common gift. Sometimes, the living room reminded her of a funeral parlor. “I promise it will never happen again.” He kissed her neck and stroked her shoulders.

      She feared his promise was empty, but his apologies always seemed so sincere, and she desperately needed for things to be peaceful again. Peace with Yuri had become the most important thing in her life these days. That, and not getting hit.

      She blinked back more tears and forced a smile to her lips. When Yuri presented her with his cheek, she kissed him the way he expected her to.

      “I’ve made an appointment for you at ten o’clock.” He handed her a business card for Doctor Lawrence A. Forster, OB-GYN. “He’ll find out why you’re not getting pregnant and take care of it.”

      “Thank you.” The problem had to be hers. All the problems in her marriage were her fault, just as Yuri had said. But maybe the right doctor could help nature along a little bit. Surely a baby would bring her husband back to her.

      As she watched Yuri leave the house, she sighed heavily. What if she couldn’t get pregnant? What if the problem wasn’t fixable?

      Family was important to Yuri. He’d grown up without one, essentially abandoned by his own parents. The streets became his home, foraging behind restaurants in dumpsters for food. His story was so sad, she’d felt sorry for him. When she’d discovered both their parents had grown up in the gated Pokrovsky Hills section of Moscow, she’d felt a kinship with him. None of that seemed important to him now. If she couldn’t give him the son he so desperately wanted, needed, would he have a use for her anymore? What would happen to her?

      The business card he’d given her was now crumpled in her fist. There had to be something the doctor could do. All she needed was a little faith.

      A week later, Viktoria stood beneath the shower’s hot spray, enjoying a rare moment of peace and quiet before Yuri came home. Over the pounding water, she heard the house phone ringing in the bedroom. Whoever it was could wait. When it stopped after only two rings, she snapped open her eyes. Either the caller had hung up or…

      Yuri had come home early.

      Quietly, she nudged open the shower door, listening but hearing nothing over the pounding water. After a full minute, she let out the breath she’d been holding and closed the door. She sighed and tilted her head into the spray, allowing the soothing hot water to ease the tension in her muscles.

      The shower door whipped open. She shrieked and stumbled backward, slipping and falling on her ass.

      Yuri’s lip curled, his nostrils flaring. “That was Doctor Forster. You’re sterile and worthless.”

      Huddled on the shower floor, she cringed, squeezing her eyes shut and waiting for the blow that would surely come. The shower door slammed, followed by a loud crack.

      Viktoria didn’t know how long she sat there, huddled with her arms wrapped around her shoulders. When she opened her eyes, the glass door was cracked, spiderwebbing from a focal point where Yuri had smashed his fist into it.

      The fear slicing through her gradually ebbed, replaced by another frightening reality.

      If she couldn’t give Yuri the child he wanted, what good was she to him?

      She stared at the tile, watching the water spiral down the drain and with it, all her dreams and hopes for the future. Her emotions were completely beaten down, and the truth was the bitterest of pills. Somehow, she’d become what she’d never expected to be…

      A victim of domestic violence.
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      Viktoria climbed the yacht’s teakwood stairs and stepped into the fresh early morning Florida air. The warm sun felt good on her bare skin, better than the bitter wintry winds they’d left behind in Chicago.

      She sidestepped the discarded bottles of Beluga and empty caviar bowls strewn about the deck. Some of Yuri’s and Nikki’s “boys” lay snoring loudly on recliners, but Yuri was nowhere in sight. He hadn’t come back to their cabin after the outrageous party had wound down. He was probably sleeping with one of the exotic dancers he’d invited on board before they’d left port. Viktoria didn’t care. She hadn’t wanted to come on this trip and didn’t think Yuri wanted her there either, but Olga had convinced Nikki that she needed a shopping partner for her many forays into Miami. Viktoria couldn’t fathom the logic there, since sometimes she didn’t think Nikki’s wife even liked her.

      Her reflection in one of the yacht’s many windows nearly made her gasp. Only a slight discoloration from her latest bruise lingered, but the dark circles under her eyes were just as bad. A gust of wind threatened to whip away the wrap she’d tied around her bathing suit. Without trying, she’d lost weight and her clothes now hung on her. Even her ribs were starting to show.

      The sound of dripping water caught her attention. She turned to see Alex Tarankov haul himself up the swim ladder onto the deck. Okay, so maybe there was one other person on the yacht besides herself who hadn’t gotten stinking drunk last night. Over the last few months, she’d discovered he might be the only one in Yuri’s crew who didn’t drink vodka like it was water.

      Viktoria swallowed hard. Yuri was a big man, but Alex had several inches on her husband. Droplets of water glistened on the hard planes of his chest. While Yuri’s body was covered with tattoos—the leaping stag on his arm, a star on his chest, at least three onion-domed church cupolas on his back, and that was just for starters—she couldn’t see any on Alex. A light mat of dark hair swirled around large pectoral muscles, then down to a hardened six-pack and a tapered waistline before arrowing beneath the hem of black swim trunks. The trunks were plastered to his body, outlining…well, all kinds of things she shouldn’t be thinking about.

      When she’d finished perusing the sinewy muscles of his long athletic legs, she looked up to find him watching her. The sun hadn’t risen fully, yet her face heated nonetheless. She wanted to turn away, but Alex emanated a palpable aura of electricity and strength she was helplessly drawn to. Like that day at Semyon Novikov’s. When her hand had been completely enfolded in his, she’d felt an odd sensation, all warm and tingly. That tingling had amplified, sending an electric current shooting throughout her body, warming her as if she were sitting around a campfire. She’d wanted to keep talking with him. Until Yuri had shown up.

      “See anything you like?” he whispered. His unusual, striking eyes—light brown, almost gold in color—seemed to sparkle and glow in the morning light.

      When he grinned, she nearly melted right there on the deck. If someone had thrown water on her, she would have disintegrated like the Wicked Witch of the West. “Uh, I was just wondering if the water was warm,” she lied in a quiet voice, worried about waking anyone.

      “Are you wearing a suit under there?” He nodded at her blue cover-up.

      “Yes,” she whispered back.

      “Come for a swim with me.”

      She shouldn’t go anywhere alone with him. Unless he gave his explicit permission, Yuri would kill her. But part of her was dead already, so what did it matter?

      She untied her cover-up and threw it onto an empty deck chair. Alex’s hot gaze started on her face then dropped slowly, inch by inch, down the tight black maillot that hugged her body. She couldn’t breathe and suddenly felt more self-conscious than any other moment in her life. She’d lost so much weight she must look skeletal.

      He held out his hand. “Come on. I want to show you something.” When she hesitated, he nodded to the unconscious men. “They’ll be sleeping for a while. They only passed out about an hour ago.”

      She stared at his outstretched hand without taking it. Most of Yuri’s men were afraid to talk to her, let alone touch her, as if they too were petrified of being pummeled. There was something different about this man. He didn’t show fear. And in ways she couldn’t explain, he made her nervous and excited.

      She took his hand, and he pulled her toward the ladder. Whether it was due to the warm morning sun peeking above the horizon, she couldn’t say… Her entire body sizzled.

      As she stepped off the bottom rung of the ladder, the deep blue water cooled her heated skin. Alex floated effortlessly a few feet away. Sunlight glinted off his dark brown, nearly black hair, making it shine like volcanic glass. A lock had fallen over one eye, making him look like the most handsome pirate she’d ever seen.

      “Do you trust me?” he asked.

      She nodded, not really understanding why. She hardly knew him.

      “Then follow me.” His long, muscled arms sliced through the water. She swam after him, and he slowed to her pace.

      “Alex,” she said, stopping to tread water after a few minutes. She looked back at the yacht anchored a hundred yards away. “Where are we going? You may be an Olympic swimmer, but I’m not.”

      He swam up to her. “I thought you trusted me.”

      “I do trust you.”

      “Good. It’s not much farther.”

      He took off again and she followed, but not before looking around and seeing nothing but open water.

      A minute later, he spun to face her. “You can stand up now.”

      She put her feet down and smiled as sand squished between her toes. He led her onto a sandbar hidden just beneath the surface.

      “I found it earlier this morning.” He wiped the water from his face, calling attention to the light shadow gracing his chiseled jaw and making him appear dangerous but in a sexy way. Which he was, to her. Dangerous and sexy.

      “Earlier this morning?” It was only about seven now. “What time did you get up?”

      “Five. I’ve always been an early riser. Old habits die hard.” He sat on the sandbar, then grabbed her hand and pulled her down with him. Several inches of clear blue water sloshed around them.

      They faced the orange globe rising just above the horizon. Her shoulder accidentally brushed against his. Instinct would ordinarily have made her pull away. This time she didn’t want to. And it didn’t seem to bother him.

      “I like the early morning,” Alex said. “It’s quiet. Peaceful. A good time to think about things.”

      All she could think about was his warm, muscular arm and shoulder grazing her skin. “Mornings aren’t always peaceful,” she replied softly.

      Gently, he touched two fingers to the side of her face, just below her eye where the last of the bruise was still visible. For a long moment, Alex stared at the purple marks, then their eyes met. In his, there was understanding. Remorse.

      He knew.

      Alex knew what she’d been going through, and she felt ashamed. She pulled his hand away from her face, but held fast to his fingers. “Please. Don’t,” she whispered.

      “Don’t what?” In slow increments, as if he were giving her a choice, he leaned in closer. His golden gaze dipped a fraction to her lips.

      Did she want him to kiss her? God help me, yes.

      Parting her lips would be an open invitation. She parted her lips.

      The contact was gentle as his warm lips feathered over hers, sending a shiver of awareness down her spine that she’d never experienced before. She took a deep breath, expecting, hoping he would deepen the kiss.

      With a groan, he clenched his jaw and turned away. He pulled their locked hands below the water’s surface and threw a quick glance at the yacht. A moment later, he released her hand but not before giving it a squeeze.

      Viktoria could practically see the emotional guardrail he’d thrown up. Part of her was disappointed, but it was better this way, and they both knew it. She shouldn’t get to know him. What good would it do? Nothing could ever happen between them. Yuri and his friends all had mistresses, but she could never be like that, and Yuri would never tolerate it. “We should probably be getting back.” Before Yuri woke up and discovered she wasn’t on the yacht.

      “Yeah. Probably.” He exhaled. “In a minute.”

      When he turned and touched her face again, his nostrils flared and his lips parted slightly. If he wanted to finish what they’d started, she’d be a willing participant.

      Suddenly, he cleared his throat and stood. “We should go.”

      During the swim back, she couldn’t ignore the one, all-consuming thought taking up every square inch of her brain: Alex Tarankov made her want something that had been missing in her life for years.

      Life, itself.
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      Moving forward, avoiding Viktoria Petrova as much as possible was Alex’s plan. He’d barely touched her lips with his. Now it was all he could think about. How her breath had fanned his face like a warm feather, the brief taste of her lips tantalizingly sweet. He was on the brink of doing something supremely stupid, and he had to pull back.

      Over the last few months, he’d seen her across the room at one event or another. He’d kept his distance, adeptly avoiding having to speak with her, but it had been impossible not to notice the occasional bruise marring her soft, creamy skin. If he could maintain his cover and whisk her away from Yuri Petrov, he would. But again, she wasn’t his business and wasn’t part of the undercover op.

      If only Yuri hadn’t ordered him to escort her to Novikov’s New Year’s Eve party. To keep an eye on her, he’d said, while he took care of some business. What business, he wouldn’t say, leaving Alex wondering if it had anything to do with another kidnapping. Whatever was keeping him from attending Novikov’s annual bash had to be important.

      A bad feeling overtook him as he turned into Yuri’s driveway. He noted the ridiculous number of motion sensor lights that flicked on every few feet. Yuri had told him the entire property was wired, except for the inside of the house. But only because he hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

      He parked in front of the garage and tapped his fingers on the wheel. How long had it been since Diane died? Two years and counting. In all that time, Viktoria Petrova was the first woman he’d thought about. On any level, let alone one that was interfering with his mission. Fate was playing a dangerous game with him.

      Alex’s supervisor—Mike Morrison—told him his confidential informant was attending the banquet. This CI hadn’t been returning Mike’s calls, and the guy was their only source of intel on the kidnapping-murder scheme. That was a lead Alex couldn’t pass up.

      Several feet before he’d gotten to the front door, the overhead light came on. He rang the doorbell and heard a series of musical gongs. When the door opened, Viktoria’s face was flushed. On her normally pale complexion the color made her even more beautiful.

      “Hi,” she said, smiling shyly. She was glowing, vibrant. It was a look he hadn’t seen in the months since he’d gotten to know her a little better. It was also the first time he’d been around her when Yuri wasn’t. “Come in,” she said.

      As he went inside, he noted yet another fading bruise on her cheekbone. He ground his teeth, resisting the urge to punch the wall in lieu of Yuri’s face. “You look great,” he said. To him, she did. A modestly cut maroon cocktail dress hugged her body in all the right places. Unlike the other women in Bratva circles, the only jewelry she wore were tiny pearl studs in her ears.

      “No, I don’t. Did Yuri order you to flatter me all night? You don’t have to, you know. I won’t rat you out.”

      “Those were my words, not his.”

      A near-smile lit her face again, and his heart constricted painfully. He’d bet money Yuri never complimented her about her looks or anything else.

      She tucked a strand of thick gold hair behind her ear. “I didn’t mean to be rude.” She gave him a look that said she was truly sorry, but he hardly noticed. He was gone, lost, sinking into the entrancing blue whirlpool of her eyes.

      “Forget it,” he managed to choke out. “C’mon. Let’s go eat some of that expensive food Novikov’s paying for.” He held out his arm, serious about the food. She wasn’t eating enough.

      She took one last look at herself in the hallway mirror, frowning, then removed the pearl studs from her ears and set them beside the laptop resting on the hall table.

      “Why did you take those off?”

      “Because Yuri gave them to me, he––”

      “He what?” Alex prodded. When she hesitated, he understood. He worked for her husband. She had to assume anything she said would get back to him. “You can tell me anything, and it stays between us. You can trust me.”

      Viktoria seemed to mull over his words a moment longer. “I know. Somehow, I do know that.” She picked up a small framed photo perched on the table. The woman in the photo looked like an older version of her.

      “Your mother?” He indicated the photo.

      “Yes.” She sighed sadly. “After I told Yuri the earrings my mother gave me were missing, he gave me these. I think he took my mother’s earrings because he knew how much I loved them. I have a feeling the ones he gave me are stolen, and I hate them.” She sniffled and her eyes glistened. “My mother’s earrings were so much prettier. They had a diamond stud and pearl teardrops. I don’t have the courage to tell her they’re gone.”

      Viktoria never ceased to surprise him. She was married to a criminal but didn’t want to wear something Yuri had stolen. Early on in this op, one of his assignments had been to determine if she played any role in Yuri’s crimes. He’d already reported to his boss that she didn’t seem to condone Yuri’s way of life or participate in it in any way.

      Even this house, furnished with pricey but coldly sterile furnishings didn’t match her personality. There wasn’t a shred of color or warmth anywhere. The more time he spent on this case, the more he was convinced she didn’t belong here. She didn’t belong with Yuri Petrov.

      As he watched her struggle to keep from crying, he wanted to drag her into his arms and kiss away the sadness Yuri had so obviously put there. But he couldn’t. She was a mobster’s wife, and he had a job to do.

      He held out his arm again. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” She put on a brave smile, and when she hooked her arm in the crook of his, he swore her fingerprints branded right through his jacket and shirt, straight onto his skin.

      
        * * *

      

      With all the Bentleys and Mercedes that had been lined up waiting for valet service, by the time they got inside, the party was already in full swing with over three hundred people.

      The entire Novikov family and business network were already at the Bolshoi Banquet Hall, along with several high-ranking city officials that should not, in Alex’s opinion, be mingling with known Bratva. There was no accounting for taste or brains where politicians were concerned. He ushered Viktoria ahead of him while mentally noting the names of the officials.

      A stage had been erected at one side of the room for the Las Vegas dancers Novikov had flown in specially for his party. Pop music pounded from overhead speakers. Colorful flashing lights twirled high above the stage, reflecting off the dancers’ pink feather costumes that reminded Alex of flamingos. Some of the dancers were topless, wearing nothing but beads and gold nipple tassels swinging back and forth. Several boys Alex knew were no more than ten years old took full advantage, resting their chins on the edge of the stage to get an up close and personal view of the show.

      Since Novikov was top dog, his parties had to be the most extravagant. Enormous crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Twenty-foot-long tables had been erected, each with at least five bottles of Beluga vodka, several bowls of caviar, and enough platters of appetizers to cover the entire surface.

      With his height, Alex was taller than most of the guests. As he neared the bar, he continually searched for Mike’s CI. It seemed like half the guests—men and women—were throwing back shots of vodka or Cognac. The men wore pricey suits, big gold chains, and diamond-encrusted watches. All the women were decked out in dresses representing every color in the rainbow. There were enough gold, jewelry, and expensive watches in the place to stock a hundred jewelry stores on Chicago’s Magnificent Mile.

      With Viktoria right behind him, Alex elbowed his way closer to the bar, clearing a path for them and shaking hands with a few of Yuri’s and Lebedev’s people along the way. Enormous Russian bear statues flanked both sides of the long mahogany bar. Multi-colored streamers dangled overhead. All in all, the place reminded him of a traditional Russian supper club.

      When they reached the bar, he ordered a glass of Chardonnay for Viktoria and a Chivas-on-the-rocks for himself.

      “Hello, Vika.” Olga Lebedev had addressed Viktoria but her eyes were busy taking a walk all over him. Her pink streetwalker cocktail dress exposed more of her legs and breasts than he ever cared to see.

      “Hi, Olga.” Viktoria smiled at the other woman but something about the tension at the corners of her mouth told him she didn’t care for Lebedev’s wife.

      Smart. He didn’t, either. Not only didn’t he trust her, but the woman had a way of raping a man just by looking at him, and she didn’t seem to care who noticed.

      Olga turned her assessment on Viktoria, perusing her simple dress and pursing her red lips in obvious disapproval. “I’m surprised Yuri let you out of the house to come and play without him. But I see you have a bodyguard this evening.” Sidling closer to him, she batted her fake eyelashes as she ran her hand up and down his biceps in a way that left no doubt as to her intentions. “I’m here alone, too.” She winked, sending him yet another clear message, one completely overshadowed by what she’d just divulged.

      For Yuri and Lebedev to miss Novikov’s prestigious party, not only was something important going down tonight, but he’d bet his ass they were doing it together.

      “Really,” he said. “Now what could be so important as to keep your husband from basking in the glow of your beauty this evening?” Not that he actually thought Lebedev would confide details of his criminal activity to her, but he had to try.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. In fact, I prefer being solo. It provides unexpected opportunity.” She slithered closer, invading his personal space bigtime by running her hands up his chest.

      Viktoria gave a slight shake of her head and rolled her eyes. “Why don’t I leave you two alone?”

      “No!” he practically shouted, then gently gripped Olga’s wrists and removed her roving hands. “Yuri told me to make sure you had a good time. You wouldn’t want me to defy a direct order, would you?” Technically, Yuri’s order had been to watch over her. The part about having a good time had been Alex’s spur-of-the-moment idea, which served two purposes. To get Olga’s sticky fingers off his body and give Viktoria a pleasant evening which she more than deserved.

      “Well, no,” Viktoria said, “but⁠—”

      “No buts.” Miraculously, a Russian ballad started to play. “Yuri told me how much you like to dance, and since I don’t have much in the way of dancing skills, you’d better take advantage of the slow songs while you can.” He raised his eyebrows meaningfully, sending her a silent message that was more like a plea. Ignoring Olga’s angry pout, he held out his hand.

      Viktoria took it, stammering, “I––I’d love to dance, although, I’m afraid I’m not very good at it.”

      “Then together, we’ll have four left feet. Olga, please excuse us.” He whisked Viktoria onto the crowded dance floor but not before noting Olga’s deepening scowl.

      After the third song, he could feel the tension in Viktoria’s body dissipate, although the tension in his own was heightening by degrees. Her subtle, feminine fragrance was driving him crazy, and when her breasts or legs brushed against him, he wanted to pull her to his chest and cover her mouth with his. He ground his jaw and concentrated on minimizing contact.

      She actually did seem to be enjoying herself, and he wanted her to remember this night. A night without Yuri.

      “You know,” she said, grinning up at him, “I highly doubt Yuri told you I love to dance.”

      “He didn’t,” Alex admitted. “But I couldn’t take another minute of Olga giving me that I-want-to-grab-your-ass look.”

      She rolled her lips inward but not enough to hide the smile. “Do you really think Olga is beautiful?”

      “No.” Not on this planet. Or any other planet in the solar system.

      “Then why did you say that to her?”

      “Some people need to hear that kind of compliment.”

      “So, you told her what you thought she needed to hear?”

      “I suppose.” He nodded. The best undercovers had the ability to read people accurately, so they could get what they needed out of them.

      She tilted her head, narrowing beautiful blue eyes on him. “Some would say that’s manipulative.”

      “Perhaps.” Giant red warning flags whipped back and forth in his head. Viktoria was insightful enough to see right through the psychology of what he was doing—an undercover agent’s mission. “Then again, to some people, I suppose she would be considered beautiful.”

      “But not to you?” The hint of a smile graced her lips, along with a smidge of suspicion.

      “No. I prefer the subtle kind of beauty.” Like yours. “Olga’s beauty is the kind that runs you over and leaves you smashed into the ground, bloody and with your guts leaking out of your body. Like⁠—”

      She smacked his shoulder. “I get it, I get it!”

      There it was again––that entrancing merriment in her eyes that metamorphosed her entire personality. Viktoria Petrova was an achingly beautiful woman, outside and in. Yuri was not only a criminal, but a fool for having the greatest gift of all right under his nose and not appreciating it.

      Hell. He clenched his jaw. Somehow, he had to stop his thoughts from careening right into a deadly ditch.

      Distance was key. That, and a cold shower.

      A thoughtful expression overtook her face, making those warning flags ripple harder. “You’re not like Yuri. He seems to trust you, respect you, yet you’re total opposites.”

      “That’s what makes us a good team. I’m the yin to his yang.” For his reference to Chinese philosophy, he was rewarded with a smile, revealing perfectly even white teeth surrounded by lips he couldn’t stop staring at.

      “I know what that means, but why exactly do you and Yuri make a good team? Again, you’re so different.”

      That we are.

      He chose his next words carefully. “In certain elite circles, like the global market and high-end real estate, Semyon Novikov needs people who can blend in.” Which Yuri, a traditional gangster thug, could never do. “Don’t get me wrong, Novikov appreciates Yuri’s talents.” Because every criminal organization needs people to do their “wet work,” the most bloody and savage form of enforcement and protection.

      What he couldn’t tell her was that, like most crime organizations, the Bratva was having to reinvent themselves to stay in the game. The big money was in the global market, high-end real estate, banking and investing. Traditional tattooed thugs pounding peoples’ faces into the pavement were, to some extent, a thing of the past, and Novikov knew it. Yuri no longer fit in with the modern Bratva’s new breed. That’s where Alex came in. He reported to Yuri but filled a completely different role in Novikov’s operation.

      The song had led them to the edge of the dance floor closest to the bar where Olga glared at them, tapping a long, pink-tipped finger nail against her glass. Alex deftly danced them back into the crowd, away from her prying eyes and ears.

      The music changed to a louder, livelier ballad. Viktoria leaned in, giving him a noseful of her pretty, flowery scent. “You don’t talk with an accent. In fact, I’ve never heard you say a single word in Russian. Are you really Russian?”

      “My heritage is,” he lied. “I was born and raised here, but my parents were Russian. They brought me up with a good sense of the Russian culture and language.” More lies.

      Everything he’d learned about Russian language and culture had been during a lengthy stint at the Department of Defense Language Institute and from living with a Russian family for ten months on the Ukraine border, totally immersing himself in their way of life. “Vashi glaza tzveta siniye vasil’kov.” Your eyes are the color of blue cornflowers.

      “You really are the yin to Yuri’s yang.” She smiled, but it was a sad one, confirming what he suspected. Yuri never said anything nice to her. She swayed to the slow Russian ballad, her thighs and hips brushing against him in a sensual slide that made his slacks below his belt buckle fit a bit tighter. “You don’t even have a single tattoo, at least not that I saw.”

      “Ah, so you were looking.” He grinned as he thought back to that moment on the yacht’s deck. He’d sensed she’d been watching him with more than just curiosity, which presented another problem. The sizzling attraction he had for her was reciprocated.

      “I’m serious. Most of Yuri’s people have at least one. Yuri must have a dozen.”

      That he does.

      Alex had seen them in Yuri’s file. Starting as a twelve-year-old boy, Yuri had done time in a Russian Gulag and later in American prisons. Every time he’d been arrested, his tattoos were photographed as part of the arrest process. The three domed cupolas on his back represented three separate sentences served. The knife wrapped in chains on one of his biceps meant he’d committed a violent assault while incarcerated, and the dagger on his chest indicated a hired killer.

      Yuri’s tattoos were a living history of the violent life he’d led. Which was precisely why Novikov wanted someone like Alex working with Yuri.

      Over her shoulder, he glimpsed a gray-haired, sixtyish man in a black suit—Mike’s confidential informant—lift his glass in salut and give Alex a meaningful look. With no cold shower available, Mike’s CI would have to do.

      He cleared his throat. “Excuse me. I need to go talk to someone.” He felt like a jerk for leaving her standing there with a bewildered expression. It couldn’t be avoided. Professionally, he needed to talk to the guy. Personally, he needed distance. From her.

      At the bar, he picked up the Chivas the bartender had probably poured for him twenty minutes ago and made his way to the end of the bar. Alex clinked glasses. “Na zdrovie.”

      “Na zdrovie.”

      They sipped for a moment in silence, angling their bodies to make sure no one could overhear them or sneak up from behind. “Where you been?” Alex asked, wanting the man to know Mike wasn’t happy about his silence.

      The man shrugged. “It is difficult to break free on command. I do what I can, but I must keep my head attached to my neck, yes?”

      Alex nodded. He actually did understand. A CI had as many safety concerns as an undercover. The FBI had been careful not to burn Mike’s CI or use him to gain entry into the Bratva. That had been all Alex’s doing, and it had taken him two years to get this close to Yuri Petrov.

      The CI took another sip. “Nikolai and Yuri left together last night. Something to do with kidnappings.”

      “Where did they go?”

      Again, the man shrugged. “Who knows? They took Nikolai’s truck.”

      So, whatever they were doing, it was close enough to drive to but not close enough to get back in time for Novikov’s party. “Why is Yuri going to L.A. after that?”

      “Something to do with the same thing. Kidnapping.”

      Alex narrowed his eyes, concerned about the source of this intel. This wasn’t Yuri’s standard MO. Usually, everyone in his crew knew what their brigadier was doing. Begging the question… “How do you know this?”

      The CI held up his glass. “You know how much Yuri drinks. He lets things slip, but with this, he doesn’t slip so much. If he
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