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        * * *

      

      
        
        Joy James has a clear vision for her future: start a business, find a loving partner, and then have a baby or two. However, when her well-laid plans with another man fall apart, she stumbles into an unexpected opportunity that promises to reshape her future.

      

        

      
        Maksim Aristov, uprooted from his homeland and family after a bold act of loyalty, aims to forge a new existence far from his past troubles. What he didn’t anticipate was a fleeting encounter with Joy that complicates everything with a surprise pregnancy.

      

        

      
        Now, with a baby on the way, Joy and Maksim must decide what their impulsive connection means. Will their one night together lead to a lifetime of regrets or give both of them the wonderful life they've always dreamed of?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Maksim

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not a man who seeks perfection. However, finding a woman who fulfills my basic desires appears impossible, an opinion solidified by one failure of a date after another. This means I miss Russia.

      Specifically, I miss women from Russia, many who are happy to live their lives as wives and mothers once married, raising the children and taking care of the house while the man provides financially.

      Of course, I cannot return to Russia for my own safety, so I have turned to dating the women here in the USA and find many of them incompatible with my preferences.

      A good example of being mismatched is the woman having dinner with me tonight.

      She’s sat across from me for nearly an hour now in near silence. After ordering, she sipped her water and when her salad arrived — the only item she ordered — she picked at it as if eating the whole thing would be too much for one meal.

      What bothers me is that she does not appear to need to lose weight. I want a woman who takes care of herself, but this woman could do with gaining a little weight in my opinion. What man doesn’t want a little something to grab onto?

      However, I cannot say that to her. I have quickly learned you cannot be too blunt with many women here; they will not take kindly to hints or suggestions about what they should do. This is nothing like Russia. We wish to please each other back home, making sure to take care of our partners every need and want, while the women here are too busy making sure you know how independent they are — if you’re able to get them to agree to a date in the first place.

      Needing or wanting a man to take care of you is also frowned upon overall and leaves me believing I will have to find a bride from abroad anyway. Difficult when you are trying to keep the fact you are alive a secret while living under a new name for safety reasons.

      The overall dating attitude is one I’m despising more with every evening spent out and when the check arrives with this one, relief doesn’t begin to cover how glad I am the night is almost over. Since we drove separately, I make an excuse about needing to get up early for my flight tomorrow and by the time I arrive home, her name is already forgotten along with her number.

      And I am glad tomorrow is Ramona’s wedding because it means I’m getting away from the whole situation before it drives me mad in more ways than one.
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        * * *

      

      Seeing Ramona always brings a smile to my face, even after she wed another man not more than an hour ago.

      If I were the type of man to keep that which isn’t mine, she would still be mine, but I am not such a man. I told her the truth about everything that happened in Russia after arriving here, she chose the father of her daughter Katya, and I’m happy because she is happy.

      But a woman such as Ramona is exactly what I seek in a wife, so knowing I cannot have her while also remaining lost as to where I will find another like her frustrates me and is a bit sad.

      Now she dances with her new husband at their small backyard reception while I sit at this table having a drink, watching them with an unenjoyable emotion surfaces — envy.

      Chandler’s assistant, Joy, stares at me from where she stands near the food and drink table. Perhaps she believes her brief glances are covert, but I am not oblivious to her interest in me, especially since the day Ramona and I showed up at the house after informing Chandler we were alive.

      That morning she came to meet Katya while they spoke privately, and although her red eyes made me wonder what caused her pain at that time, she had studied me with interest all while welcoming me to the country before leaving the room.

      I saw her again later that evening shortly before Chandler came in to discuss his friends’ arrivals the following day. After he had left the room to head to bed, she confessed her plans to have a family with Chandler and how our arrival had prevented that and continued to drink until innocent chat turned into flirting.

      After putting a halt to her seduction attempts, she had burst into tears and fled from the room before I could explain my reasons. Hindsight tells me she wouldn’t have been receptive to my explanation anyway, but perhaps now she will understand how I couldn’t take advantage of the offer when faced with her obvious distress.

      If circumstances had been different, however…

      When she glances at me again, I raise my glass and smirk at her, only to frown when she turns and walks away without returning my silent greeting.

      Taking that as an indication of her disinterest, there is only one thing left to do — drink and decide whether I’ll be returning to the dating wasteland of America or explore other options after I head home tomorrow.

      No doubt it will be the latter.
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        * * *

      

      “Maksim.”

      Although hearing my birth name is something that rarely happens now since moving here, the name change being a necessity for protecting me, Joy being the one calling out surprises me.

      The fact it’s near midnight, and she’s standing in the darkened hallway next to the door of the bedroom Ramona placed me in for my visit is strange and, after her reaction earlier, startling.

      Stopping at the sight of her, leaving a good foot in between us, I slip my hands into my pockets and keep my tone neutral. “Is there something I may help you with, Joy?”

      “I’m sorry about earlier. For ignoring you, that is.” Hushed, nervous words from her that make it clear she is nervous, but about what, I am without a clue.

      “No need to apologize.” And that is true. We don’t know each other; if she doesn’t wish to speak with or have anything to do with me, that’s her business. “Is that all? If so, I must say goodnight.”

      “You don’t make this easy, do you?”

      My lips curve against my will at her exasperated huff and question. “Sorry?”

      “There is something else, but can we discuss it in your room? In private?”

      Her request is strange considering we’re the only two people in the hall, and everyone else is in bed.

      My lack of instant reply causes her to clarify while shuffling her feet. “It shouldn’t take long. Please?”

      Deciding this is good because it will allow me to explain my reasoning six months ago, I motion toward the door with one hand and nod even though we can barely see each other. “Ladies first.”

      As soon as we’re inside, she shuts the door and leans against it, reaching out and placing her hand over mine to prevent me from turning on the light.

      “Don’t,” she whispers, firming her hold on my hand and pulling it away from the wall with a soft sigh. “This will be easier in the dark.”

      Her statement is odd as she releases my hand, which I use to shove through my hair with a grimace. “Sorry, I don’t understand. What will be easier?”

      “This.” She drops my hand, takes two steps and wraps her arms around my neck, pressing her lips to mine before I have the chance to process her intentions.

      With all I’ve been through these past three years, she doesn’t get an opportunity to do anything else before I’ve reflexively pinned her face first against the door with my body. Holding her arms above her head with one hand, I bring the other up to grab her hair in the other, wrapping it around my hand as I hiss, “Did I give you permission to touch me?”

      She doesn’t miss a beat, her whole body quivering with adrenaline beneath mine, matching the emotion in her words as she freezes in place. “I saw the invitation in your eyes earlier.”

      “You were mistaken. I only wished to speak with you and apologize for last time⁠—”

      “No.” She cuts in with a gasp, pushing her ass back against my hardening cock and laughing softly when my hand tightens its grip on her hair as I groan. “Don’t apologize. Just make up for it now.”

      “You will not tell me what to do.” Tugging her head back, I decide if she’s going to ask for it, she ought to know what is in store for her before we begin…just in case she wants to run like so many others do. “You’re the one who
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