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Description


I am a simple man. I love fine vodka, whips, and beautiful women.

And I have a secret.

At twenty-one, I’ve just inherited my family’s entire fortune.

Young, rich, and powerful, I am a force to be reckoned with –

in and out of the bedroom.

But the streets of Russia are dangerous.

When innocence is threatened, I risk my life to save a girl.

Now the Bratva have their sights set on me.

I did not ask to be a hero, but I refuse to back down.

I will fight to the end to protect the honor of the woman I love.

I am Rytsar Durov.

They have no idea what they have unleashed!
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Russian words used in this story:


moy droog – my friend

nyet – no

da – yes

gospodin – title of address, indicating respect

Mamulya – a tender name for mother

banya – traditional Russian bathhouse

S lyogkim parom – Enjoy your bath

Blyat – (versatile curse used like the word “fuck”)

Za tvajo zdarovje – To your health

vosem’ – eight

Gde lyubov, tam i gorya net. – Where there is love, there is no grief

pyat’ – five

Pakhan – crime boss

Za Vstrechu – To our meeting

Za vas – To you

BDSM Pet Names

vorobyshek – little sparrow

kroshka – crumb

zaika – bunny

ditya – little one

Food

Medovic – Russian honey cake

Chebureki – deep-fried turnover filled with meat

Blinis – thin pancakes

Botvinya – cold vegetable soup

Kholodets – jellied meat

Buterbrod – elaborate open-faced sandwich
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Heading into Battle


I’m just about to turn twenty-one and I’m seriously itching for a good fight.

Pounding loudly on the door, I call out Thane’s name and refuse to stop until he opens it. I watch with amusement as my best friend rubs his eyes.

“Good God, man! Do you realize what time it is?”

“I do, comrade.” I grin.

“The sun’s not even up yet. Have you no consideration for my poor aunt and uncle?”

“I warned them yesterday I was coming.”

Thane frowns. “And, yet, you failed to tell me.”

“What would be the fun in that?” I laugh.

“Fun, he says…” Thane shakes his head as he starts to close the door on me.

I put my foot out to stop it as I grab his arm and yank him outside. “We’re leaving.”

“No. We are not!”

Thane tries to break the grip I have on his arm, but my hold is too tight. “There is no point in resistance, moy droog.”

“Damn it, Durov,” he growls looking down at his sweatpants. “I’m not even dressed.”

“Doesn’t matter.”

Thane jerks his arm away. “Well, it matters to me.”

I grasp both his shoulders and look him dead in the eyes. “Do you remember the night I dragged you out of the dorm and introduced you to the dungeon?”

“Yes…”

“Today is like that, moy droog. You either come now or lose out on the experience of a lifetime.”

He rolls his eyes. “Why must everything you do be so damn dramatic?”

I punch him in the shoulder. “Are you coming?”

He sighs with exasperation. “I’m not wearing a shirt.”

I look at his bare chest and state sarcastically, “Lucky me.”

Thane throws a jab at my gut, but I’m much too quick and he misses.

“So, are you coming or not?”

In the back hallway, his uncle calls out, “Go with him, Thane. You only live once.”

Thane chuckles, conceding defeat. “Fine, Unc. I’ll let the crazy Russian abduct me, but if I wind up missing, it’s on your head.”

His uncle’s laughter fills the hallway as Thane shuts the door behind him. “I hope I don’t live to regret this.”

I throw back my head and laugh. He has no idea what he’s just agreed to.

Walking over to the vehicle, I wait as my driver hastily opens the door for me. Then I gesture for Thane to get in.

When he hesitates, I ask, “Do you trust me, comrade?”

Glancing at me, he shakes his head but, to his credit, he climbs in.

I slide into the vehicle after him and chuckle. “There’s no turning back now, moy droog.”

As the vehicle pulls out, I sit back and fold my arms, staring at Thane in satisfaction.

“Where exactly are we headed, Durov?”

I smirk in answer. The sadist in me enjoys the fact that he has no idea what the next twenty-four hours will hold.

“Pompous ass,” Thane grumbles.

I like how feisty my comrade is early in the morning.

Driving toward the airport, I see a disheveled man curled up on the sidewalk as I look out the window. A jogger running past him takes no notice, but I feel a strong connection to the man—I could be him but for fate.

I glance at Thane sitting beside me. Although I have four brothers by blood in Russia, the only one who deserves to be by my side on this auspicious day is my brother by choice.

I literally owe Thane my life. It is a debt I can never repay.

Gratitude washes over me, and I look back at the homeless man disappearing in the distance. I lean over to the driver, giving him instructions to return after dropping us off. Pulling out my wallet, I drop a wad of cash on the front seat.

The driver glances at it. “Who should I say it’s from?”

“Simply say that fate has not forgotten him.”

“Yes, gospodin.”

Thane shakes his head, an amused look on his face.

“What?” I demand.

“Here I am, wanting to strangle the life out of you, and you go and do something like that.”

I shrug. “It’s nothing.”

“Not true. It will mean everything to the man.”

“Have you ever listened to the song “O’ Fortuna”, comrade?” I ask. “It is a personal favorite of mine.”

Thane nods. “I’m familiar with the piece.

“Then you understand the sobering truth. Nothing in this life is guaranteed.”

Thane offers me a slight smile. “I don’t agree.”

I cock my head. “Name one thing.”

“My loyalty to you.”

His answer hits me in the gut and leaves me mute for a moment. I nod to him, unable to dispute his claim. “Well played, brother.”

For the first time since dragging him out of his uncle’s house, Thane actually smiles.

Twenty minutes later, when the driver pulls up to the airstrip, I point with pride to the private jet.

Thane stares at it in disbelief. “You rented a private jet?”

He has no idea of the immense wealth of my Russian family. “Nyet. This was a personal gift from my grandfather.”

Thane shakes his head as he climbs the stairs. Once inside, he lets out an appreciative whistle. “Damn, Durov. You really are an aristocrat.”

I glance at the spacious cabin with carpeted floor and oversized white leather lounge chairs and grin. “Da.”

I slap him hard on the back, “And you are truly a peasant.”

“Asshole,” he snarls good-naturedly.

Thane’s countenance changes the moment my stewardess, Rada, appears. She is a striking woman in her late thirties.

Her presence suddenly reminds him of his state of dress—or lack thereof—and he nonchalantly covers his naked chest with one hand.

“Can I get you a drink, Mr. Davis?”

I find the blush on his cheeks amusing.

“No, thank you,” he mutters, trying to keep a dignified stance.

When she turns to me, I immediately answer, “I’ll have a shot of vodka, Rada.

Thane snorts. “Isn’t it a little early to be drinking?”

“Not at all, comrade.”

I nod to Rada, adding, “Make it two.”

“My pleasure, gospodin.” She bows her head slightly before hurrying to pour the drinks.

Thane raises an eyebrow as he looks down at his watch. “Double fisting it before six in the morning?”

“It’s four in the afternoon in my motherland.”

“Wait…are we flying to Russia?”

My grin widens. “We are.”

Thane shakes his head, frowning. “I have to be at work on Monday. It’s not like I can travel on a whim like you. I have a new job, damn it! I need to make a good impression.”

“Relax, peasant,” I assure him, leisurely wrapping my arm around his shoulder. “I will get you back in plenty of time for work.”

“Why are you taking me to Russia?” he demands.

The captain comes out to inform me that the jet has been cleared for take-off and we should take our seats.

As I take my seat next to Thane, I tell him in a serious tone, “The will is being read, moy droog.”

“Today?”

“Tomorrow, actually. You and I have a long flight ahead.”

He stares at me in silence as the jet races down the runway. I know he understands how significant this is for me.

I listen to the drone of the engines as the aircraft lifts into the air. At that moment, the first rays of sunlight break over the horizon.

The moment the jet levels off, Thane turns to me and asks in concern, “Are you certain you want me there?”

I look him square in the eye. “Of course. You are my brother.”

“Won’t your family object?”

“It won’t be an issue, moy droog. I’ve instructed the lawyer to read the will to them separately.”

Thane lets out a troubled sigh. “I can only imagine how well that is going to go over.”

I grin, amused by his concern. Taking the glasses from Rada, I hand him one. “This is going to be an entertaining weekend.”

Thane takes the shot from me and swirls the vodka in the glass while staring at it uncertainly. “I was serious when I said it’s too early for me to drink.”

“It’s never too early for vodka.” Lifting my glass, I give a proper Russian toast. “Let our tables break from abundance and our beds break from love.”

Chuckling, he is unable to resist such a fine toast and lifts his glass.

The two of us down the smooth vodka and I close my eyes in gratitude. The warmth of the alcohol travels down my throat and into my soul.

I hear Thane choke a little and smile to myself.

On cue, the stewardess offers us a small plate of pickles. We both grab one and I take a bite, unable to contain my excitement. “I have a huge surprise, moy droog.”

He laughs. “What? There’s more?”

“Da!” I stand up and take his empty glass, handing it to Rada. “Come with me, comrade.”

Thane hastily licks his fingers after finishing the pickle and stands up. I lead him to the enclosed room at the far end of the jet and instruct him to open the door.

He looks at me warily before turning the handle and opening it. The shocked expression on his face makes me chuckle.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. This plane has a king-sized bed?”

“My grandfather insisted on a good night’s sleep whenever he traveled. But, me? I have other uses for a room like this.” I point to the St. Andrew’s cross that I had recently installed.

“A lot of good that does you when you fly alone,” he jokes.

“Exactly.” I snap my fingers and a set of identical twins get up from where they were all but invisible kneeling beside the bed. As they walk up to me and bow, I look at their naked bodies with a sense of pride.

They are true beauties, each in her own right.

I reach down and cup their chins, tilting their faces up so I can gaze into their eyes as I tell Thane, “Manya and Panya have agreed to fulfill our darkest desires.”

My cock reacts seeing both girls look up at me with unquestioning trust.

I turned to ask Thane, “Which one would you prefer—or would you like both to start?”

He rubs the back of his neck. “I’m not exactly prepared…” Glancing at me accusingly, he mutters, “…because someone dragged me out of bed before the crack of dawn.”

I chuckle.

Taking control of the situation, he commands the girls. “I require a sponge bath before we begin.”

I appreciate that Thane is as much a stickler for cleanliness as I am. It shows a level of respect for ones’ self and the submissive. Nodding to the twins, I leave him in their capable hands.

I return to the main cabin and tell Rada, “I want a bottle of vodka and my cat o’ nines.”

“Of course, gospodin.”

She gets the bottle first and hands it to me before retrieving my instrument from my luggage. Having flown with me before, she is well aware of my kinky lifestyle and is accepting of it, though she is not a submissive herself.

I insisted that she stay on as part of the staff after my grandfather died, knowing that she faithfully served him for years. In my opinion, faithfulness should always be rewarded because it is a hard thing to come by in the world.

When she hands me the cat o’ nines, I make a suggestion. “Feel free to put your feet up and listen to some good music. We will be a while…”

She blushes slightly. “Yes, gospodin.”

I step back into the bedroom and find Thane lying on the bed while Manya finishes drying him with a towel. Seeing that Panya is currently unoccupied, I command, “Come here. Let my cat o’ nines flirt with you.”

Panya bites her lip as she approaches, her eyes focused on the floor. “How would you like me, Rytsar?”

“Bound to the cross, of course.”

I lead her to the St. Andrew’s cross. Turning her to face it, I secure her right wrist in the leather cuff. I lightly brush my lips against her shoulder and whisper, “I can’t wait to taste your tears.”

She lets out a little whimper as I grasp her other wrist to bind it. She is already trembling, and I haven’t even begun yet.

I chuckle to myself.

She has reason to fear my ’nines because she has felt its power before, yet it remains something she craves. My desire to challenge her with pain matches her need to receive it. Ours is a symbiotic relationship.

I cuff her ankles next, spreading her legs wide as I secure them to the wood frame.

I glance at my comrade and see that he is enjoying a session of fellatio with Manya. He’s a lucky man. She is known for her exceptional skill.

I turn my attention back on Panya, who waits silently on the cross, anticipating the bite of my cat o’ nines.

Before I begin, however, I take a vaginal clamp from a drawer.

Kneeling beside her, I place the cold steel between her inner and outer lips and hear her gasp. Using the screws, I tighten the left side first, compressing her pussy lip, then move to the right and do the same. The instrument spreads her labia wide, exposing her clit and vagina, but the real purpose is to stimulate her outer lips. While I lash her with my ’nines, she will also feel the pressure of the clamp.

I stand up and whisper in her ear. “This doesn’t come off until I am ready to fuck you.”

She moans with excitement.

I move into position and pick up my instrument, swinging it to warm up my muscles. I must be limber so I can remain precise in my delivery.

I take my task seriously, and I am disciplined in my approach. My aim, whenever I scene with my ’nines, is to leave marks without breaking the skin. Some Dominants have criticized me for it, claiming that I am not a true sadist for my unwillingness to draw blood.

I don’t care.

I remember too clearly the bloody wounds my father inflicted on me as a boy, and the hours my mother spent tending to my injuries so I wouldn’t scar.

Those memories stay with me.

It is the reason I only leave temporary marks using clean, precise strokes meant to challenge but not to cut—otherwise, I am no different from my father.

And I am nothing like that man.

Knowing that Panya likes more challenging strokes, I begin with an intense lash to set the tone of our session.

Her cry fills the cabin.

Manya glances at us for a moment and smiles. She enjoys hearing her twin’s passionate screams and starts going down on Thane with even more enthusiasm. He is forced to stop her to regain his control.

I like the effect I am having on all three…

Now that I have Panya’s attention, I deliver three more strokes, hitting the same note before changing things up. I vary the strength behind each lash and listen as the tone of her cries suddenly changes from pain to pleasure as she enters subspace.

I’m keeping this first session short since I plan to play with her extensively during our long flight. I set my ’nines aside and walk up to her. Grasping her ass, I kneel and start playing with her pussy.

The clamp makes her outer lips frame her dripping cunt nicely. Slowly undoing the screws, I take it off, knowing that her pussy will ache as the blood rushes back to it.

I take advantage of that sensation and quickly undo her bindings, carrying her to the bed. I prop her against the side of the bed and stare at her swollen pussy as I unzip my pants.

Then I dive right in.

She cries out in pleasure as I penetrate her with my cock. The release of the clamp increases her sensitivity and makes it much easier for her to come.

I thrust into her without restraint, enjoying the wet sound of her excitement as I pound her. In a matter of minutes, she’s already come four times.

“Would you like to come again?”

She looks back at me with tears of pleasure in her eyes. “Please, Rytsar.”

I grasp her waist and she moans in anticipation.

Instead of ramping up, I pull out and smile when she whimpers in disappointment. I play with her, slipping my cock into her and then pulling all the way back out at a leisurely pace. I enjoy watching her body conform to me as I claim her again and again.

I glance at Thane lying on the bed next to me while Manya continues to suck his cock.

“You ready to come?” I ask him.

“Yes,” he says through gritted teeth, obviously on the edge of climaxing himself.

“At the same time?” I suggest with a wicked smirk.

“Wait.” Thane repositions Manya so she is lying in the classic sixty-nine position, her pussy in line with his mouth. He pushes his thumb inside her cunt, grasping her ass cheek with his fingers.

“All of us at once,” he tells me.

“So be it,” I answer, enjoying the challenge.

He starts eating her pussy while I turn my attention on Panya. “Let’s see who starts the chain reaction.”

With no other goal than to come deep inside her, I grab her waist and plow into her pussy. All four of us teeter on the edge together until I hear Manya gasping in short, rapid breaths.

I know she’s close, and I hold nothing back as I fuck Panya like a jackhammer.

As if the twins are in sync with each other, the girls orgasm at the same time.

The moment I feel the rhythmic contraction around my cock, I roar like a lion and release my load into Panya.

Thane follows right behind me, groaning against Manya’s pussy as he thrusts his cock down her throat. In that moment of divine ecstasy, we ride the powerful wave of pleasure together.

I collapse on Panya after my last thrust, panting heavily. I look over at Thane and chuckle. “I say we switch twins and try that again.”

“I’m game,” Thane replies, giving Manya a playful spank on the ass.
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After hours of debaucherous fun, Rada knocks on the door. “The captain says we will be landing soon, gospodin.”

I look at the twins and pick up my ’nines, gifting them both a final lash for their excellent service. Their cries of pain warm my soul.

Taking a fistful of their hair in each hand, I pull the twins’ heads back, gratified by the tears in their eyes.

“You have proven so entertaining, I completely lost track of time.”

“It has been our pleasure,” they answer.

I give them each a kiss on the forehead before I release them and order, “Get my suit.”

Thane suddenly frowns. “Damn it, Durov. A pair of sweatpants isn’t going to cut it for me in the frigid Russian air.”

I grin, finding his distress humorous. “There’s no reason to be concerned, moy droog.”

Panya and Manya return and dress me in my finest suit. I pull at the cuffs of my pressed shirt, allowing them to put on my diamond cufflinks. Once I am fully dressed, I command them to get Thane’s suit.

I can’t help chuckling to myself as I straighten my blood-red tie in the mirror. I know how our expensive suits will provoke the people we will be seeing tonight.

Thane shakes his head when they bring out an identical suit in gray tailored to his specifications. I purposely chose the color to compliment the black one I am wearing.

Just like me, he is wearing a blood-red tie because it denotes power and strength.

Once he is dressed, I nod in approval.

“Now, you will look respectable, comrade.”

He snorts with amusement. “Why all the pomp and circumstance?”

“We are headed to a special event tonight.”

He cocks his head. “What kind of event?”

I grin, already knowing his response to my answer. “It’s a surprise, moy droog.”

“I despise surprises.”

“I know!” I chuckle, slapping him on the back as we walk back into the main cabin.

When he can’t get any answers from me, he sits down in preparation for the landing, and I distinctly hear him grumble, “Fucking sadist.”

I pretend not to hear it, but I am laughing inside.
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Fair Fight
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As I step out of the plane, I breathe in the Russian air with satisfaction. “It is good to be back in my homeland!”

“I’m sure it is.” Thane follows me down the steps, but stops once he reaches the bottom. Turning to the twins, he gives each a kiss on the back of her hand.

“Thank you for a memorable flight.”

Panya and Manya blush under his attention and praise.

My comrade’s insistence in treating submissives as if he’s just been on a vanilla date still amuses me.

Next, the twins walk over to me and bow in reverence.

“I will speak to you both later,” I tell them. “You may stand. A car is waiting for you.”

They look up at me, smiling as they stand together and say in unison, “Thank you, Rytsar.”

I give them each a hard smack on the ass before they leave and smile when I hear their giggles of appreciation.

Clasping Thane’s shoulder, I walk over to my own vehicle. “Now, to experience a completely different kind of fun.”

“Am I finally going to learn where we are going?”

“Let’s just say, I plan to show you a side of Moscow you have never seen before.”

He smirks. “Does it involve whips and chains?”

“Nyet, but it does involve pain.”

My driver Igor takes us to the seedier side of Moscow. This used to be my old stomping ground when I was young. Being part of a well-respected family is not looked upon with favor in this part of town—which was exactly why I prefer it here.

You have to prove yourself to gain respect, which is something my family is never forced to do.

“What do you think, moy droog?” I ask with pride as we pass block after block of abandoned factories.

He chuckles as he looks out the window. “It reminds me of a certain warehouse in LA that’s famous for its dungeon.”

“There are no dungeons here, but there’s something equally stimulating.”

I notice his half-smile and know he’s intrigued.

Igor pulls up to a rundown brick building that used to be a thriving steel factory. He exits the vehicle and takes a duffle bag from the trunk, which he then hands to me when I get out.

Thane eyes the bag suspiciously. “Are you sure there isn’t a cat o’ nines in there?”

I laugh just as loud cheers erupt from deep within the old factory.

“Curious what that’s about?” I ask him.

“Naturally.”

I head toward the sound of the cheers. “I advise you to stay close to me, comrade. You could get yourself killed dressed like that.”

Thane stops dead in his tracks. “Why in the hell are we wearing these damn suits if that’s the case?”

“I have a plan.” Wrapping my arms around his shoulders, I assure him. “You are in no danger as long as you stick by my side. These are my people.”

Thane’s level of mistrust is evident, but he still follows me inside.

The moment we walk through the entrance, we are met with hard stares. The tension only increases as we head toward the main action.

When I nod to the men in the hallway, they greet me with angry growls. I chuckle, inviting their disdain and distrust.

“I thought you said these were your people,” Thane mutters when he sees one man wrap his hand around the butt of a large knife strapped to his side.

“Do not worry, comrade,” I state confidently. “They haven’t recognized me yet.”

We enter the crowded room and I glance around with satisfaction. The center ring is made up of hay bales with people standing shoulder to shoulder, wanting to see the action up close.

Not much has changed since I left this place. The smell of blood and sweat permeates the air.

A dangerous-looking man approaches us. He is over seven feet tall, with beefy arms and a deep scowl on his face. “You have no business here.”

I smile at Grigor, waiting for him to recognize me.

“Leave, now!” he snarls, towering over me threateningly.

When I don’t budge, he cocks his fist back. I know the power behind his fist, having been hit by it before, but I don’t move.

“You’ve got nothing to prove to me. Let’s go,” Thane advises when he sees three more men approaching.

I murmur to Thane in a low voice, “Tell him I want to fight.”

Thane frowns. “I’ll do no such thing.”

I pull him in closer. “Moy droog, I have been training for this for weeks. I need this.”

Thane looks me in the eyes before telling Grigor in Russian, “He wants to fight.”

The giant bursts out laughing. “Your kind wouldn’t last a second in the ring.”

I nod in agreement, joining in his laughter.

“You are going to get yourself killed,” Thane warns me.

I fold my arms in defiance and stare at Grigor, willing him to hit me.

“Your friend is right. You’ll die in that ring if I don’t kill you first.”

“Then let me die.”

“Enough, Durov,” Thane growls.

Growing tired of us, the giant throws his punch and I brace for it, but his fist suddenly stops halfway. He tilts his head, staring at me intently. “Silencer?”

I rub my bald head. “What? You don’t recognize me without my hair, Grigor?”

The man envelops me in his huge arms and starts squeezing the life out of me. “It’s been too long!”

“It has…” I choke out, unable to breathe. When he releases me, I take a sharp intake of air, rubbing my ribcage.

Grigor turns to the other men. “The Silencer has returned!”

They look at me in disbelief.

“It is true,” I tell them.

Suddenly, these men who were ready to kill me start slapping and punching me in greeting.

I look back at Thane and grin. “I told you these were my people!”

In a matter of minutes, the fights scheduled for the evening have been rearranged to accommodate me. The only person willing to fight me is a muscular kid who has no idea who I am.

The kid walks up to me, bristling with confidence. “I hear you want to get in the ring.”

“I do.”

He looks at my suit in disdain. Reaching out, he flicks my collar. “I’m not paying for your burial.”

The other men snicker at the insult.

I take off my cufflinks and hand them to him. “Burial money.”

The boy smirks, confident in his street fighting skills, then turns to Grigor. “I’ll take him on.”

The whole room explodes in cheers, hungry for the fight.

I slowly unbutton my jacket and slide it off, handing it to Thane. Undoing my tie next, I tell him, “This won’t take long.”

“This is a mistake,” Thane insists.

I understand his reservations, but he is about to see a whole new side of me.

I head to the back with my duffle bag to get dressed for the fight. Already, the adrenaline is pumping through my veins.

My old friend Alexei comes up, offering to act as my cornerman for the fight. Although it is unnecessary, I take him up on the offer because I’m grateful to see him.

I warm up while I wait, the excitement building inside me with each passing minute. There is nothing like a bare-knuckle fight. It’s like chess because fighters must be methodical and cautious in the ring to avoid breaking their hands.

It’s just man against man, with the added element of self-preservation.

I never thought I would return here, but I failed to appreciate the addictive nature of this kind of fighting. There is something basic and true about reading your opponent until you know you can throw the knockout punch and send them unconscious to the floor.

This is the only environment I’ve found where I can indulge in that need without making mortal enemies.

“They’re almost ready for you,” Alexei tells me excitedly.

I nod. A sense of calm washing over me when I hear them introduce my opponent.

“Next up, we have the Barbarian. Known for his brutality, he is sure to draw blood. At eighteen years of age and 115 kilograms, he is undefeated and a force to be reckoned with.”

The crowd breaks out in applause as I watch the kid walk past, surrounded by his entourage. He is a worthy opponent with his ripped muscles and street experience.

I notice he is wearing a mouthguard. It’s a wise move for him.

I start bouncing on my feet, waiting for my name to be called.

“Tonight, he will be fighting against the Silencer himself.”

The entire room breaks out in cheers and whistles. I feed off their energy, loving every second of it.

“At twenty years of age and ninety-eight kilograms, the Silencer is known for his lightning-fast knockouts. Give it up for the man who sends his opponents to the floor in record time.”

I walk out, grinning. I’ve chosen not to wear a mouth guard for the fight. I like the added risk, but don’t expect I’ll need it.

I pick out Thane in the audience and give him a nod, enjoying the look of shock on his face when our eyes meet.

Welcome to my world, moy droog…

I smile in anticipation as I climb into the ring. Alexei applies a thin layer of petroleum jelly to my cheekbones and forehead to help keep the skin from opening from a well-placed bare-fisted punch.

Looking up to the heavens, I open my arms wide and thank God for being here tonight.

Even He knows I need this.

The referee calls us to the center of the ring.

I hold out my hand to my opponent and lean in, telling him, “Let’s show them a good fight.”

He laughs, thinking this will be an easy knockout—and he’s right.

We pat each other on the back before we fight, then break and return to our respective corners as we prepare ourselves mentally for the fight ahead.

The instant the bell rings, we both walk to the center and briefly touch hands as a sign of respect, and then our fists go up.

Right out of the gate, he throws a solid left jab at my face. I smile when I feel the familiar explosion of pain.

It revs me up.

When he goes in for another, I easily deflect it.

I start to move around the ring, bobbing and weaving as the two of us size each other up. This is where my gift as a Dom comes in. I am adept at quickly reading people, and I use it to my advantage.

It’s the reason I can knock out my opponents so fast.

This kid is undefeated. He thinks it’s his strength, but I know it is his weakness.

Confident in his victory, he believes he has already won the fight and is not paying close enough attention.

Taking advantage of his self-confidence, I tease him—like a cat playing with a mouse.

Too eager and sure of himself, I purposely put down my arms for a moment, luring my opponent in.

He takes the bait, too hyped up to resist it.

Instead of keeping his defensive stance, he gets ready for a swing that will knock me out. That’s when I slam his cheek with a solid left hook and, as his head snaps right, I follow through with a powerful right cross. His head pitches back the other direction and his mouthpiece goes flying as he drops to the mat.

Cheers rise from the crowd.

The Silencer is back!

Disoriented, he attempts to get back up, but he is clearly struggling.

The Barbarian’s overconfidence has cost him his victory—he just hasn’t realized it yet. I admire his determination as he staggers back to his feet as the referee begins counting down.

Rubbing his head in stunned disbelief, the kid stares at me. I know he’s wondering how a “suit” could take him down so easily.

Being undefeated, the concept of losing is foreign to him. I am happy to be the one to educate him tonight.

The referee looks closely at the kid, holds up two fingers, and asks, “How many?”

The kid answers two, then stumbles to his corner. After several seconds, he announces that he’s ready to continue.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he states with confidence, meeting the ref’s gaze.

The kid glares at me, determined to teach me a lesson. He doesn’t understand yet that he’s the one who has just been schooled.

When the fight resumes, the kid and I briefly touch fists before we begin again.

I rub my jaw where he hit me and smile at him as a friendly taunt.

His eyes widen in rage and he throws a deadly punch, but I quickly duck and he misses. I immediately counter his attack with a swing, but he is ready for it and deflects it.

That minor victory builds his confidence to dangerous levels, making him vulnerable.

I duck down suddenly to confuse my opponent, and then immediately follow it up with two solid hits to the face with my left, a jab from my right, and then a hard hook with my left again.

He never saw it coming…

The kid immediately goes into defensive mode, blocking his face with his arms. No longer the aggressor, he’s become the mouse.

Even though the fight is over, the kid refuses to back down. I hit him with a punch meant to stun. His hands fall to his sides as he struggles to stay on his feet.

I look to the referee to call it.

When nothing happens, I give the kid the final mercy blow.

The kid stands there looking like a wet noodle before collapsing to the floor.

The referee finally calls the fight and I watch as the kid slowly crawls back to his side of the ring, not knowing what hit him.

I can tell I’ve shaken his world. Not by the blows he’s just received, but by the fact he just lost.

Once the kid finally gets back on his feet, the referee calls us to the center of the ring to announce the winner.

I stand proudly as he takes both of our wrists, and I glance over at Thane who shakes his head in disbelief.

In less than a minute, the previously undefeated Barbarian found himself on the floor—it is my gift to him.

The referee raises my arm. “The Silencer takes the win with a first-round knockout.”

I am humbled by the cheers and adulation. It has been a long time since I’ve heard it.

I look to my opponent, knowing what it feels like to lose.

Going over to him, I shake his hand in respect and pull him in for a hug. This fight isn’t personal—it is a competition of strength and will. “I wish good health to your family and close ones.”

He nods, handing back my cufflinks. “To yours, as well.”

Before I leave the ring, Grigor walks over to me, announcing to the crowd, “I’m a bit afraid to stand next to the guy.”

I laugh as I look up at the giant. The truth is, I could take him down if I wanted to, and we both know it.

“You showed us all a technical and disciplined fight. You were collected and accurate.” He puts his large hand on my sweaty back. “Tell us your thoughts right now.”

“First, I want to thank my opponent. He is a talented fighter.”

I look over at the kid with respect. I know that after tonight, he will become a much stronger fighter. Learning humility is the first step toward dominance in the ring.

I call out to him. “Respect to you and your team.”

Turning back to Grigor, I say, “Thank you for letting me fight tonight.”

Grigor breaks out in a huge grin. “We are pleased you came to fight. It has been far too long.” Slapping me on the back with his large paw, he tells me, “It’s good to have you back. Your skill has always been impressive to watch. It was a great fight. Respect.”

I smile as I grab the giant in a hug.

“The Silencer, ladies and gentlemen!” Grigor calls out. “Truly, one of a kind!”

“It is good to be back!” I shout to the crowd, and they cheer in answer.

Leaving the ring, I slap the hands of the people holding their arms out, then head over to Thane, who is still holding my jacket.

I’m riding the endorphin high of a fair fight.

“Impressive,” Thane states when I reach him.

I wipe the sweat from my brow. “What can I say? I learned a lot by watching the greats who fought here when I was young.”

He looks at me with respect. “You completely owned the ring and everyone here tonight.”

I glance around, seeing many familiar and welcoming faces in the crowd. Where before they glared at me in hostility and distrust, I see only acceptance and admiration.

“It feels good, brother.”

Thane chuckles lightly. “I now have a better appreciation for how dangerous you are.”

I grin. “It is good to know I haven’t lost my fighting instincts.”

“No, they definitely remain intact.”

Thane is looking at me as if he’s seeing me for the first time.

I like that.

“You want to fight?”

He laughs. “I’d never be foolish enough to get in the ring with you.”

I smack him on the back. “Interesting thing, moy droog—although I may throw a deadlier punch, I think you and I would be equals in sizing each other up.”

Smirking, I add, “Maybe we should test that out sometime.”

He laughs. “I’d much rather challenge you to a game of chess.”

I raise an eyebrow. “I’ll take you up on that challenge, comrade.”

“It amazes me that you could step in the ring after being away for so long, yet still dominate the fight.”

“I told you, comrade. I have been training for weeks. Because you are right, jumping back into the ring is not something to be done on a whim.” I point to my temple. “Even though most of the fight is here, and that doesn’t change.”

I notice a young woman swaying her hips seductively as she makes her way to me.

I look her over as she approaches. The woman looks to be in her mid-twenties. Although a natural brunette, she has styled her bleached-blonde hair with an abundance of curls and is wearing an outfit that exposes her midriff in an enticing way.

She twists a lock of her hair around a finger and tells me, “I’ve never seen you around here before, but everyone seems to know you.”

Still riding high on the endorphins, I find myself exceedingly attracted to her.

I raise an eyebrow. “And, you are?”

“Someone who is offering herself as the Silencer’s victory prize…”

I chuckle, certain she wouldn’t be able to handle the intensity of my need. “You look too delicate. I tend to be rough.”

“Oh, I prefer it dirty and quick.” She pulls away her skirt, showing her naked pussy to me. “I’d really like to see if you can silence me.”

“Right here?” I snort.

When she nods, my cock instantly hardens.

I glance at Thane, feeling hornier than a rutting bull—the adrenaline from the fight is enhancing my sexual arousal.

He seems to understand and offers to hold my jacket for a bit longer.

I look at the girl with a wicked smile and growl lustfully, “Turn around and get on all fours.”

Her eyes widen and she bites her bottom lip as she turns away and lowers herself to the floor.

Flipping up her skirt, I expose her shapely ass to the crowd.

Pulling my hard cock out from my boxing shorts, I slap her right buttock hard and the sound of it echoes through the large room. My actions have drawn a crowd around us, and everyone seems eager to watch me fuck the girl.

But no one is as eager as the girl herself. She turns her head, looking back at me with a seductive smile on her lips.

I get down on my knees and reach under her half-shirt, pulling down her bra to free her tits from their cage.

Pinching her nipples between my fingers, her cries turn me on even more. I feel like a beast ready to devour my prey.

Grasping her waist, I plow into her without mercy and the room fills with the sound of her passionate screams.

The deeper I thrust, the more she begs for it. I lose myself in the moment, forgetting everyone watching us as I dominate her body, taking her rough and deep as I claim my victory prize.

My grunts are low and guttural as I release the pent-up energy of the fight. I watch in satisfaction as the flesh of her ass ripples with each powerful thrust.

Her cries grow louder and more desperate as I give her exactly what she wants.

It doesn’t take long before the vast factory room echoes with my passionate roar as I come. Afterward, I pull out and slap her ass hard, reveling in the sound of her surprised squeal.

Slipping my shorts back up, I stand and hold my hand out to help her up. Wrapping my arm around her, I raise my other hand in victory as everyone shouts my name.

I look the crowd over, the sadistic side of me enjoying the knowledge that every man here is now desperate for their own release.

Kissing the girl, I thank her before taking my jacket from Thane and put it on over my bare chest.

I am one of only a few who can live in both worlds.

Alexei runs up to me to hand me my duffle bag. “Will you be back, Silencer?”

Glancing at the crowd, I nod. In a world of pressure and uncertainty, this place provides a unique sanctuary for my restless soul.

Excusing myself, I head to the restroom to clean up and change back into my suit. I am still flying high when we leave the building.

I notice Thane is looking at me differently now.

“Are you all right, comrade?”

He smirks. “To be honest, I’m still getting used to this new side of you.”

I chuckle. “Am I too much for you to handle?”

“No. But I never want to get on your bad side.”

I throw my head back and laugh. “That would be best for both of us.”

I tell Igor to drive us to the mansion. As we close in on it, I can feel my excitement growing.

Tomorrow, my life is going to change.

Glancing at Thane, I grin. The only way I have any hope of getting sleep tonight is with my old friend—vodka.


[image: Red Phoenix Glyph]
Destiny


[image: ___]

My eyes pop open the moment the first rays of dawn peak over the horizon, announcing December 31—the end of another year.

My heart starts racing. Today, I find out my worth.

I jump out of bed to take a shower. I chuckle to myself as I generously spread the soapy lather over my wet skin.

It is going to be a good day.

Rinsing off the soap, I step out of the shower and grab a towel to dry off before wrapping it around my waist.

I smile as I stare at the mirror. This is how I start every morning now.

I begin by rubbing oil over my scalp to protect the skin before I shave. I follow it up with foaming gel and wash my hands off before I pick up the razor.

My movements are slow and methodical as I drag the blade with the grain of my hair, rinsing the razor constantly to make certain not one hair is left behind.

This has become the cherished ritual that cements our profound connection to each other.

“Tatianna…”

As I stare into the mirror, I see her vision gazing back at me, along with those flirtatiously arched eyebrows and playful smile.

I tell her in a somber voice as I continue shaving, “The reading of the will happens today.”

She nods in understanding.

“It is a responsibility I did not choose, but I accept it because my grandfather entrusted it to me.”

Tatianna smiles at me in encouragement. She understands the great burden that is about to be thrust upon my shoulders.

“Naturally, I plan to have a little fun first…” I tell her with a wicked smirk. “Which is why I brought Thane to join me.”

Her soft laughter is like a ray of sunshine to my soul.

I grin at her as I put down the razor and run my hands over my head to ensure it is completely smooth to the touch.

I do it in honor of her.

Once satisfied, I rinse off my head with ice-cold water before picking up a tube of lotion. Squeezing a generous amount into my hands, I cover my scalp to protect the bare skin from the elements.

After wiping my hands clean, I wink at her. “You know you are my reason, vorobyshek.”

Kissing two fingers, I reach out to touch the mirror. “I love you. I always will.”
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I stand up from the breakfast table to greet my comrade as he enters the dining room.

“This is an historic day, moy droog!”

He smiles as he walks up. I pull him in for a hug, patting his back with gusto. “I am certain this going to be a day neither of us will forget.”

“I’m certain it will be, but I’m afraid this inheritance will complicate your life in ways you can’t imagine.”

I shake my head slowly, wagging my finger at him. “Don’t you start with me…” I look up at the heavens with my arms wide. “As my mamulya used to say, today is a glorious day.”

I sit back down and point to the seat beside me. Cutting off a generous piece of Medovik, I slide the plate to him.

He stares at the huge slice of honey cake. “Durov, you know I don’t eat breakfast.”

“Come on—try it,” I encourage him, pushing the plate closer. He has no idea of the significance this cake has for me.

Thane sighs. “In all the years we were together in college, when did you ever see me eat breakfast?”

“You’ll like it,” I assure him.

He shakes his head, stating firmly, “I’d rather not.”

“Your loss, comrade,” I declare, pulling the plate back and picking up the cake with my bare hand. “It just means more Medovik for me.” I open my mouth wide and take a huge bite.

As I chew, I smile at him.

There is nothing in the world like honey cake. Although this one came from the top bakery in Moscow, it cannot compare to my mother’s, and I am left sadly disappointed. I feel a tinge of pain.

I miss you, Mamulya.

While I lick the icing from my fingers, Thane asks me, “How much do you think the estate is worth?”

I shrug. “No one in my family knows. My grandfather kept it a secret. Only the family lawyer and accountant know for sure.”

“What’s your best guess?”

“I’m certain it’s an impressive sum. Why else would my grandfather hide the amount from us?” I slide the cake away from me, grab a slice of rye bread, and butter it. Slapping on a thick slice of kolbasa, I take a bite and chew on it slowly while I think.

“The fact that he bypassed my father and older brothers must mean it’s a dangerous sum of money. If that is the case, I’m thinking it’s close to fifty million. That seems like an obscene amount of money, but the Durovs have been wealthy for generations and are prudent with their money—until my father, of course.” I spit in disgust. “The fucking bastard.”

“That’s a lot of money to be in charge of,” Thane states, shaking his head in disbelief.

I nod, already feeling the weight of its burden on my shoulders.

Thane looks at me with concern. “Regardless of what the amount ends up being, this is going to cause a deeper rift with your family.”

I snort. “Even though my brothers and I have been receiving equal amounts in monthly stipends from the estate since my grandfather passed, their resentment toward me has been growing.”

“Do you have any idea what you are going to do with that much money if it turns out you’re right?”

I look him in the eye. “I plan to protect it, moy droog. After I have some fun with it, of course.”

Thane chuckles. “I hate to think about how much money can be blown in one night.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Is that a challenge?”

“Definitely not,” he answers, laughing harder.

I glance at the antique clock on the far wall. “It is almost time, moy droog.”

I get up from my seat and tell him, “Excuse me for a moment.”

I leave Thane and walk through the hallways to the kitchen to get to the back entrance.

Anger washes over me as I walk outside and head to the pole.

This is where I received my punishments as a boy, at the hands of my father.

I can still hear the lash of the whip as it struck my back, and feel the explosion of pain that followed every impact. After all of these years, it remains fresh in my mind.

I see my brothers, standing at attention, no sympathy on their faces as I face the brutality of my father for the crimes they committed.

Unwelcomed tears prick my eyes.

The feeling of injustice and degradation I experienced scarred my soul.

That, and my mother’s tears…

Her cries of anguish as I took each beating hurt me as much as the beatings themselves. It is the reason I have insisted that the pole remain where it is.

I refuse to bury those memories and pretend it never happened.

That pole reminds me of where I came from.

I am a survivor.

I endured years of my father’s ruthless cruelty because I am strong.

My father may have destroyed my childhood, but I plan to channel those scars as I build a better future—a future that begins today.

I return to Thane, my spirit strengthened. “Come, brother. I’m ready to meet my destiny.”
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We sit down in the office that once belonged to my father and wait for Yurlov, the family lawyer.

I have purged every single item that belonged to my father and had it unceremoniously burned. The only piece of original furniture that remains is the chair I now sit in.

It was a gift to my great, great grandfather from the tsar, Alexander II. The tsar was a Russian leader that the Durov family was proud to serve under. As an heirloom that I highly value, I am unwilling to part with it despite my father’s taint.

I sit back in it now and smile, feeling at home for the first time in years.

“You look like you belong here,” Thane comments.

I nod. “I feel ready, comrade.”

One of the servants knocks on the door before opening it. “Yurlov is here.”

“Send him in,” I command.

When he leaves, I turn to Thane. “Do you want to make a bet on how much I’m worth?”

“As a person? A ruble,” he answers drolly.

I’m still laughing when Yurlov enters the office, carrying a heavy satchel.

Nodding to the empty chair waiting for him, I watch with satisfaction as he nervously wipes the sweat from his brow before taking a seat.

He may suspect I had a hand in my father’s demise and fears for his own life. I like that he is nervous around me.

He should be…

“So, the time has finally come to read the will,” I state in a grave voice.

“It has, gospodin.”

He glances at Thane. “No one else should be here.”

I narrow my eyes. “Why not?”

He swallows anxiously several times before answering. “The information is meant for your eyes only.”

“I’d give my life for this man—while I can’t say the same about you. He stays.”

Yurlov nods. His hands shake as he pulls out file after file and neatly stacks them on my desk.

The sheer number of them shock me and I demand, “How long will this take?”

“Hours,” he informs me, swiping his brow again.

I sigh in irritation as I stare at the stacks of files. This was not how I planned to spend the day.

Making a sweeping gesture with my hand, I growl, “Get on with it.”

Yurlov pulls out the official will and hands it to me. When I take it, I glance over at Thane with a smirk. I had purposely underestimated the Durov estate when he asked me about it earlier because I want to see the expression on his face when he hears how much I am truly worth.

“As you know, your grandfather stipulated that you would not come into your inheritance until your twenty-first birthday.”

“Today’s your birthday?” Thane mutters under his breath.

I grin. “It is, moy droog.”

He shakes his head, surprised by the revelation.

It is true I have kept much from him.

I’m not a trusting man by nature. However, Thane is now my blood brother, and I know I must change.

Yurlov continues. “Starting today, you will no longer be living off a portion of that inheritance but will take charge of it all—including the stipends to each of your brothers.”

I sit up in my chair, a slow smile curling my lips. Now, that is a responsibility I may actually enjoy.

I give Thane a sideways glance. “I wish I could see the looks on their faces when they hear that portion of the will.” My chuckle has a hint of malice in it—the wounds still run too deep. “I bet they’ll regret the way they’ve treated me.”

Thane puts his hand on my shoulder and says in a somber tone, “Anton, with great power, comes great responsibility.”

I growl, not appreciating his sage-like advice. I have no interest in entertaining the idea of compassion where my brothers are concerned.

Yurlov clears his throat.

I glance at him.

The instant our eyes meet, he licks his lips nervously and stammers, “Although you have the official document in your hands, your grandfather insisted I read through the entire will in your presence, gospodin.”

I shake my head, feeling annoyed. “Why? I am capable of reading it myself.”

Yurlov flips to the second page of his copy and reads directly from it. “It is imperative that you, Anton Durov, understand and appreciate the numerous assets you are now responsible for as the beneficiary of the Durov estate. Only then can you manage the inheritance with which you have been entrusted.”

I snort in amusement, not surprised that my grandfather spelled out every detail. It highlights his high intellect—and his level of distrust.

I assume his distrust stems from his son, Vladimir. What other reason would he have to entrust me with the Durov legacy at such a young age?

I sigh with growing disinterest as Yurlov rattles through the many assets already known to me, but my jaw drops when he begins naming ones I am completely unfamiliar with.

“Wait,” I order.

Yurlov looks up at me. “Yes, gospodin?”

I gesture to the multiple stacks of files. “Do each of these files contain a separate asset?”

“They do, gospodin.”

“Oh, hell,” I complain. “This will take forever…”

I glance at Thane. “I am sorry, comrade. This is not how I envisioned today playing out. We were supposed to have fun on my birthday. Don’t feel you must stay.”

He shrugs. “I have no issues with staying.”

I let out a long, frustrated sigh.

Looking at Yurlov, I snarl, “Continue, then.”

As Yurlov walks me through each asset tied to the estate, Thane’s words keep ringing in my ears, but I hear it in my grandfather’s voice.

“With great power, comes great responsibility…”

I suddenly recall Grandfather saying those exact same words the night he gave me the ring on my pinky. I look down at the ring, suddenly full of misgiving.

Hours later, Yurlov reads off the total value of the family estate, which I now own outright.

I stare at him in utter shock when I hear it. “How is that even possible?”

Yurlov meets my gaze, licking his lips nervously. “You come from a long line of successful men, gospodin. Each one was devoted to not only managing the wealth of the Durov estate but also building upon it.”

“Did I hear you correctly?” Thane asks him. “You said 411 billion rubles?”

When Yurlov nods, Thane quickly does the conversion in his head and looks at me in wonder. “That’s almost six billion U.S.”

I nod slowly, equally stunned.

I am certain my brothers have no idea about the extent of our wealth or they would have found a way to kill me already.

But now, I’m left wondering…

Did my father know?

I can appreciate why my grandfather bypassed not only my father but every one of my brothers when choosing his successor.

In the wrong hands, this kind of money could destroy countries.

Instead of the sense of excitement for my newfound wealth I expected, I’m suddenly feeling oppressed by it.

Yurlov states, “I must stress, gospodin, that every heir before you has made it his sole mission to increase the value of the family inheritance.”

“To what end?” I challenge him. “What is the point of owning such riches if no one benefits from it?”

Yurlov looks at me anxiously and begins wiping his brow again. “That is the way it has always been, and it was the expectation of your grandfather when he entrusted it to you.”

I growl, resenting the heavy responsibility of this inheritance. I look at Thane, drowning in my misery.

He surprises me by smiling.

“Do you enjoy my pain, comrade?” I demand.

“Anton, you have been given an unprecedented opportunity to influence the world. I can’t think of a better man for the position. In one lifetime, you will change the entire direction of the Durov legacy.”

Thane’s assertion sets a fire in my belly. In the very depths of my soul, I know that he is right. However, Yurlov seems exceedingly distressed by Thane’s suggestion.

“Your duty is to grow the estate. You cannot go against the generations before you.”

I narrow my eyes. “I disagree. My grandfather chose me for a reason.” I lean forward, gazing deep into Yurlov’s eyes. “And I plan to make certain the Durov name is no longer associated with my father.”

My voice becomes dark with rage when I add, “Every trace of that maggot will be erased from history.”

I notice Yurlov swallow hard.

Although I do not know the extent of Yurlov’s dealings with my father, I wonder if he is privy to some of the unspeakable things my father is responsible for, so I warn him, “I am not a man who suffers fools or the morally bankrupt.”

A droplet of sweat rolls down Yurlov’s forehead and falls into his eye, but he doesn’t dare break my gaze.

“You and I will speak later…in private.”

The man reeks of fear.

Yurlov bows his head low before he turns to leave. Before he makes it to the door, I tell him in a sarcastic tone, “Be sure to send my brothers my regards.”

After he shuts the door, I turn to Thane and chuckle harshly. “I almost wish I could be the one to deliver the news to my brothers.”

“You have that right.”

A cruel smile spreads across my lips. “It is far better if Yurlov is the one to suffer my brothers’ outrage.”

“Do you think you will keep him on as your legal representative?”

My eyes narrow. “Yurlov’s future will depend on the outcome of our ‘talk’. I need to know the extent of his involvement with my father before I decide.”

Thane looks at the mountain of paperwork representing the Durov fortune. “Damn…you realize it’s going to take days to go through all of this.”

“Da,” I say tiredly.

I was not mentally prepared for the immensity of this inheritance. If Thane wasn’t by my side right now, I would be drowning.

Instead, I’m riding on an emotional high knowing I have the world at my feet.

“Are you ready for some fun, brother?”
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As far as the world is concerned, I am still the same person I was before becoming the sole beneficiary of my grandfather’s will.

But I am a new man—a man with limitless reserves.

I can’t quite wrap my head around the idea that I am one of the richest men in Russia, and there are only two other people who know it. I thought I knew wealth, but it is nothing compared to this.

This entire scenario has a superhero feel to it.

In the eyes of the public, I’m just a mild-mannered sadist, yet I have the ability to literally change the world.

I shake my head, smiling to myself. To have such riches and remain in the shadows is a true gift I never appreciated until now.

I appreciate why my grandfather kept it such a tightly guarded secret. I also understand the reason why the stipends my father, brothers, and I received were relatively low, considering the vast amount of money in the estate.

It’s all been a carefully crafted ruse.

My grandfather and the Durovs before him have meticulously hidden the extent of our wealth while investing their resources to grow it.

Now, all of that money is mine!

I break out in laughter, thrilled by it all.

“What’s so funny?” Thane asks.

I shake my head, grinning. “I’m feeling like a million bucks right now, moy droog—six billion, actually.” I laugh again. “It is a heady experience.”

He nods thoughtfully. “I can only imagine.”

“I understand why my grandfather refused to let my father or brothers take on this responsibility. All of them are far too weak for such a duty.” I spit out the words in disgust.

“Agreed, but be careful, Anton. Being responsible for so much money is bound to change you as a person.”

I bump shoulders with him. “What would you know about handling money, peasant?”

Calling my men back in, I tell them, “My plans for the day have changed. Get the jet ready.”

Immediately, one man leaves to arrange it, while the others wait for their new orders.

Smiling at Thane, I tell him, “Go change, comrade. We’ll be leaving within the hour—and layer up.” I add with a smirk, “You are about to experience a variety of temperatures.”

After he leaves, I instruct my men. I know what I am asking them to do would be impossible under normal circumstances, but I assure them, “Money is no object. Tonight, I want to celebrate.”

“Yes, gospodin.”

Energized by my new status, I clap my hands together and leave to get dressed. As I climb the impressive stairs of the mansion, I think back on that helpless boy bound to the pole.

How could he know then how powerful he would become?

[image: * * *]

After a five-hour flight, we find ourselves circling the city of Chelyabinsk as we wait to land.

Thane notices the number of ski resorts outside the city limits and looks at me in concern. “Durov, I hate to tell you this, but I’m not a skier.”

“We won’t be skiing, comrade. I want to share a cherished Russian tradition with you.”

I can see I’ve grabbed his attention when he asks, “What tradition is that?”

“A Russian banya.”

“Which is…?”

I punch him in the shoulder. “A powerful bonding experience, moy droog.”

We go straight from the jet to a vehicle waiting for us and drive out of the city. When Igor stops near a frozen lake, I get out of the vehicle and start down a path in the snow that leads into the trees.

I call back to Thane, “Follow me.”

“Where are we headed?” he asks, hurrying to catch up after throwing on his coat.

I look at the coat and chuckle. “You won’t be needing that.”

The air is filled with the fragrant scent of burning birch and oak. Thick smoke billows out of the chimney as we walk up to a large cabin.

I can already feel my body beginning to relax.

Opening the door, I gesture to Thane to enter first. The room is lit by the flames of old-fashioned lamps, and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust. This main room has a wet bar and rustic wooden tables covered with tablecloths. The place is empty except for the bartender.

“Sit down, comrade,” I tell Thane.

He shrugs off his jacket and lays it beside him on the bench.

I sit down opposite him and grin. “Tonight is about extremes, moy droog. But first, we prepare our souls for the cleansing.”

Thane smirks as he looks around the room. “Something tells me the quaint feel of this place is a ruse designed to suck me in.”

The bartender comes up and sets down a bottle of vodka and two glasses, along with a plate of smoked fish.

“This is where we tell each other what we admire about the other. I’ll go first, but you must drink.”

I pour him a shot and nod in approval when he downs it.

In the dim light of the lamps, I look over at my blood brother and smile. “You are a man of principles. You never sway from them no matter the circumstances.”

Thane nods. “Thank you.”

“Now, it’s your turn,” I announce.

He pours me a shot and watches me drink it. The moment I put down my glass, he states, “You are a man of extreme passion. I admire the fact that you’re not afraid to show your emotions.”

“True,” I respond. “You are a man of deep emotions as well, but you keep them tightly controlled.”

He smiles slightly. “I do.”

I pour him another shot. “While I admire your great intellect, moy droog, I admire your humbleness more.”

Thane snorts in disbelief. “Really?”

I nod.

Thane pours more vodka into my glass, then looks me in the eye. “I am cynical and cautious by nature. But, you…you approach life differently. You live each moment with fierce intensity.”

“It’s all or nothing,” I agree.

I pour his next shot with reverence and push it toward him. “You saved my life, brother.”

He downs the vodka and slams the shot glass on the table. “We’re even on that score.”

I can tell the alcohol is starting to affect him as I watch Thane carefully pour the vodka into my glass. He stares at me for several moments before saying, “I admire your belief in God.”

I laugh, caught off guard by his admission. “Why?”

Thane holds my gaze when he answers, “I consider you my intellectual equal and yet…you can believe in something intangible.”

I smile and shrug it off. “It is no different than believing in love, comrade.”

Thane shakes his head. “That’s another thing I struggle with.”

I look at him with compassion. “It’s because you think with only this.” I point to his head. “But you also have to think with the heart.” I press my fist against my chest for emphasis. “We are made up of both, brother. It is not one or the other.”

“Huh…” He pauses for a second. “I guess that explains it.”

“What?”

Looking me dead in the eyes, he states, “I have no heart.”

I throw back my head and laugh. “For an intelligent man, you are an idiot.”

Thane stares at his glass expectantly, waiting for me to pour another.

“I would happily drink you under the table, moy droog. However, it’s time for the banya.”

I stand up and immediately begin stripping off my clothes.

“Wait…what are you doing?”

I point to a secret door in the wall. “Behind that wall is the path to cleansing our body and mind.”

“And, we need to be naked to do that?”

“Naturally.”

I watch with amusement as Thane strips, his movements slow and uncertain, as if he doesn’t trust me.

After he folds the last of his clothing and places it on the bench beside his coat, I pick up a chapka hat and place it on his head. It is gray and white with a red star set prominently in the center.

He adjusts the felt hat, looking at me questioningly.

Putting one on my head, I answer his unspoken question. “You cannot enter without a chapka.”

Thane looks me up and down with an amused smile. “Somehow, it seems fitting.”

I nod proudly and walk to the secret door which leads to a tiled room. Benches line the walls just outside the sauna.

“Ahh…so banya means a sauna?” he asks with relief.

“Not exactly, comrade.” I open the short wooden door to the sauna. As I do, it releases a thick cloud of steam. I see Thane hesitate, so I push him through the entrance shouting, “S lyogkim parom!”

I follow behind and quickly close it to preserve the heat. The room has three rows of bench seats climbing up the back and right side of the small room. It smells strongly of birch and oak.

The air is so hot that it makes breathing difficult. I can already feel the heat entering my lungs, and I smile.

I can see that Thane is struggling and tell him to sit on the nearest bench. “Relax, moy droog.”

I sit down beside him and throw my head back as the sweat pours off me. I feel the steam curling around me, caressing my skin, and sigh in contentment.

Once Thane has acclimated to the temperature, I motion him to move to the top bench and join him.

The higher you get in the small room, the hotter it is. The rising temperature promotes liberal sweating, which cleans the blood and provides a rush of endorphins.

I am impressed that Thane sticks it out at the higher temperature for as long as he does but, eventually, I motion to him to head out the door.

He nods and leaves. I wait a while longer, appreciating the physical challenge of extreme heat. When I have had enough, I leave the sauna and find Thane sitting on a bench, cooling off.

“Well, that was intense…” he says in a hoarse voice.

I grin. “We’re not done yet, moy droog.”

I walk to the next door and open it for him.

“I’m weak and can barely move.”

“You will feel invigorated soon enough,” I assure him.

We walk into the next room with a large natural pool in the center. The water is crystal clear.

Taking off my chapka, I place it on a shelf and walk to the edge. “This is the best part! The water is ice cold.”

He walks up beside me to stare at the water and shakes his head.

“You must embrace the full experience, moy droog.”

“Fine,” he mutters.

Staring at the crystal blue water, he builds up his courage before saying, “Fuck you, Durov,” and jumps in. He resurfaces, sputtering from the intense cold.

“Well done!” I say proudly just before I do a cannonball, splashing him with more of the freezing water.

The painful shock of the icy water instantly revives me. In that moment, I go from feeling lethargic to my body fighting for its life.

It is a feeling like no other!

I swim to the edge and pull myself out of the icy depths, helping Thane out.

I never feel as alive as I do right after the plunge.

I slap him on the back and shout, “Life!”

He starts laughing. I can tell by the look in his eyes that he is flying high on the endorphins, just like I am.

I throw him a towel, then take one for myself to dry off. Wrapping it around my waist, I tell him to follow me.

“There’s more?”

“Da. It’s time for a massage.”

“Thank God…”

I lead him into the last room where two men are waiting for us. The room smells of cedar and sharp notes of eucalyptus.

Lying down on the wooden table, I instruct Thane to do the same.

When the man approaches Thane holding a bundle of oak leaves and twigs in his hand, Thane mutters, “Oh, hell. I realize what that is.”

“Enjoy, comrade. After the high produced by the plunge, I always find a good venik massage relaxing.”

“You would…”

I smile to myself when I hear Thane grunt as the man begins beating him with the venik. I have instructed them not to take it easy on him because I want my brother to experience the full banya.

I sigh in contentment as the venik strikes my back, bringing renewal to my skin and soul.
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I leave the place feeling fully restored, but the real value of a banya is the bonding experience—it has bonded the Russian people for generations.

I am proud that Thane has embraced the experience, taking it like a Russian. I feel closer to him now, which will be important in the years ahead as I navigate the complexities of this unwieldy inheritance.

As we walk back to the vehicle, I explain, “Normally, we would have used the sauna at least two more times, but we still have a five-hour train ride ahead of us.”

“What now?” he chuckles. “Bear wrestling?”

I can’t hold back my excitement and tell him, “We are going someplace only a few people in the world have seen. It is impossible to get a permit, especially on such short notice. Unless you have the money, of course.”

“Good Lord, how much did you spend?”

“I’ll never tell.” I place a finger to my lips and grin.

I leave Igor with the vehicle while Thane and two of my men join me on the train. The sun sets as we begin the long trek to Yekaterinburg. I planned to relax and enjoy a lavish meal, but I find I’m too excited to eat.

Although I planned to keep it a surprise, I start prodding Thane with questions. “Where do you think we are headed, comrade?”

“The obvious answer would be a vodka tasting at a dungeon filled with willing submissives of every size, color, and shape.”

“I like the way you think, moy droog. But you would be wrong.”

Thane stares at me and smirks. “In all the years I have known you, I’ve never seen you this excited.”

My restraint suddenly bursts, and I’m unable to keep it a secret any longer. This has been a childhood dream of mine.

“We are going to the salt mines under the city of Yekaterinburg!”

The excitement in his eyes disappears. “You have got to be kidding me.”

“I assure you I’m not.”

“Why a salt mine? Are you planning to use your cat o’ nines on me, then salt my wounds afterward?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Actually, I hadn’t considered that.”

Thane suddenly looks concerned. “Durov, why would you spend ungodly amounts of money to visit a salt mine?”

I snap my fingers and one of my men hands me the photo I have held on to for years. “Look!”

Thane stares at the picture of the colorful cave. “Did somebody paint this?”

I shake my head. “It’s completely natural.”

“How is that even possible?”

“These swirls of color are layers of the mineral carnallite, which can be yellow and white or even red and blue. They cover the walls of the abandoned salt mine, moy droog, and date back millions of years.

“It’s like a famous artist painted it,” Thane states in amazement.

I nod and smile when I tell him, “God.”

Thane chuckles to himself but continues to stare hard at the photograph.

“If you needed proof there is a God, this will do it, moy droog.”

Thane looks up from the picture. “How do you know about this place?”

I smile as I remember my teacher, Gospozha Donkova. “I had a teacher who told me about it. I have wanted to see it in person ever since.” My smile grows wider. “And, now, because of my inheritance, I can.”

Thane glances back at the photo. “I have to admit, Durov, if this is real, it would be worth any price of admission.”

I grin in satisfaction. “We are going to spend the night there. I’ve also invited a few friends that I’d like you to meet.”

Thane hands back the photo. “I look forward to meeting them.”

I put my hand on his shoulder. “It is time you learn more about me.”

I sit back in my seat, a sense of self-satisfaction washing over me. Now that I’ve shared where we are going, I can finally relax enough to eat. I wave at the waiter to begin our meal.

He bows and leaves the train car to inform the chef.

I stare out of the window, looking at the brilliance of tonight’s full moon. It casts its white glow over the snowy peaks, bathing it in a magical light.

Suddenly, I hear a far-off rumbling.

I look at Thane in concern, wondering if the train engine is about to explode. The sound quickly builds in intensity as the train car starts to shake.

As I’m watching the waiter enter the car with a tray in his hand, I realize what it is and cry out, “Avalanche!”

The waiter glances at me. I watch in horror as a wall of snow breaks through the glass and he disappears in the wall of white.

I turn to Thane, unable to hide my fear.

My two men jump in to protect me with their bodies just as the lights go out. I’m thrown violently against the side of the train car as the force of the avalanche pushes it off the rails. Soon, the car begins to fall down the side of the mountain.

The car fills up with snow as it rolls over on itself. The impact slams me against the window again. I feel it break and my back explodes in pain.

When the train rolls a third time, it launches me out of the train car and I fall into the darkness. The moment I land, I am swept up by the snow and carried along with it. I try desperately to swim with the avalanche as it rumbles down the mountain, but the speed and power of it quickly overwhelms me.

I cry out just before a wave of snow envelops me. Remembering my training in school, I take a deep breath, expanding my chest as I thrust my hands upward, hoping to buy more time.

The snow settles around me, hard and unyielding like cement. I let out my breath and slowly take in another, grateful to be alive, but it feels as if I am breathing through a heavy cloth.

Having experienced waterboarding as a child at my father’s hands, I know to breathe slow and shallow, and I am thankful that my instincts kick in.

I fight for every fucking second, hoping for rescue. But, as time ticks by, I can tell I am slowly losing consciousness.

I feel my mother’s presence and call out to her. I’m heartbroken when I see her lovely face. Instead of welcoming me into her arms, she is grieving.

The sight of her tears stabs at my chest.

A deep chill creeps through my body realizing that if I die tonight, the inheritance will automatically transfer to my brother Vlad.

Our entire family is doomed…

My heart aches knowing I’ve been a fool. The moment I heard how much money I had inherited, it went straight to my head. My very first thought was how I could use it to entertain myself.

Those riches were not meant for me.

I was given that responsibility to right the wrongs of my father and protect the generations to come—I finally understand that now.

I suffer profound sorrow knowing that I have failed. I look at my mother and beg for her forgiveness. “I’m sorry, Mamulya.”

She looks at me with sympathy as tears stream down her face.

I close my eyes, stricken with grief. I acted no differently than any other idiot at twenty-one—even though I had a higher purpose.

I can’t die like this…

“With great power comes great responsibility…”

The truth in those words haunts me now.

My breathing becomes even more shallow as my short supply of oxygen begins to run out. Realizing that rescue is not coming, I pray to God for my family’s sake.

“Lord, give Vlad the wisdom and focus I did not have.”

My sweet Tatianna suddenly fills my vision. Her eyes are sparkling and her sweet laughter fills my heart with the warmth of the sun.

“Anton, can you hear me?”

My comrade’s voice is faint and far away. I try to ignore him, but the bastard won’t stop talking.

“I’m digging you out. Hang on!”

Tatianna smiles at me as she takes a step back.

“Don’t you dare leave me, brother!”

Tatianna disappears just as I feel multiple hands clawing at me as they clear the snow.

The moment the air rushes in, I take in a breath and groan.

“Hang in there. We’re digging you out as fast as we can.”

It takes the concentrated effort of several people to dig me out of the tightly packed snow. Even with so many hands, it takes time to free me.

When they finally pull me from my snowy grave, my limbs are lifeless and I collapse beside it, breathing hard.

I try to catch my breath, but the cold air burns my lungs. I stare at Thane, struggling to stay conscious, but my vision starts to blur.

I watch his lips move as he barks out orders, but I can no longer hear what he’s saying.

My gaze moves up to the night sky. I stare at the full moon as a feeling of profound peace envelops me. I don’t resist it as I sink into the cold darkness.

[image: * * *]

I open my eyes, I see Thane staring at me with relief.

“Good, you’re awake.”

I nod groggily, then look down to see I am hooked up to an IV and covered in thick blankets. It takes a moment for the memories to come flooding back, and my heart begins to race.

I try to sit up, but then gasp when I feel a stabbing pain in my back.

Thane forces me to lie back. “It’s okay. You were injured in the avalanche, but you’re going to be all right.”

“How…bad?”

“You were impaled by shards of glass, but the hypothermia slowed your metabolism and reduced the bleeding. Thankfully, no vital organs were injured, so the doctors say you should heal quickly.”

“How…” I swallow, finding it hard to speak. “…did…?”

He finishes my sentence for me. “How did I find you?”

I nod.

“Your fist was barely sticking out of the snow. I wouldn’t have seen it except for the ring on your finger. I caught a glint of the moonlight reflecting off the metal band.”

Thane pauses, tears welling in his eyes. “I was sure I’d lost you…”

I look down at the gold ring with the Durov dragon etched in black stone. It was my grandfather’s ring.

I know it is a sign and a feeling of destiny washes over me.

I look up at Thane. “Thank you…brother.”

Thane clasps my hand, fighting to hold back his emotions. I can only imagine how he felt when he found I was missing.

“Unfortunately, many lives were lost in the avalanche,” Thane informs me. “Including your two men.”

I close my eyes, the guilt of their deaths weighing heavy on my soul. Their final act on this Earth was to protect me.

“Blyat…” I groan as I drift out of consciousness.

When I wake up again, my head is much clearer, but I am burdened with guilt.

I look over at Thane, who has not left my side. “How did you survive, moy droog?”

“Somehow, I was one of the few who wasn’t thrown from the train. Thankfully, it hit a huge boulder and came to a stop before we went over the cliff. Everyone who remained inside made it out alive.”

I shake my head, realizing how close I came to losing him, as well.

“I’m sorry, comrade.”

He looks at me oddly. “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. It was an accident.”

“You are wrong.”

Thane furrows his brow and says more firmly, “Nyet.”

I burn with shame when I admit, “You were right. We shouldn’t have been on that train. This is my fault.”

Thane leans in close. “There is nothing wrong with visiting a place you’ve dreamed of seeing since you were a boy.”

I shake my head. “With great power, comes great responsibility.”

“I never meant—” he starts to protest.

I hold up my hand to stop him. “It is true, moy droog. I understand now. Not only must I spend this money with purpose, but I must also protect myself at all costs. I do not have the luxury of dying.”

For the first time since the accident, Thane’s expression softens. “Now, that is something I can stand behind.”
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Two days later, after being discharged from the hospital, I send my comrade back to the States. Then I head home with Igor.

I am broken by the accident and need time alone to recover. Instead, I find my four brothers waiting for me when I arrive at the mansion.

Staring at the four of them is like looking into a mirror. There is no mistaking we are related because we are all carbon copies of our father.

Rather than showing sympathy for my near-death experience and the loss of my men, they greet me with fury.

“What right do you have to decide our future?” Vlad demands.

I find it telling that he is unconcerned that I almost died. I suspect a few of my brothers would have preferred it if I had. I stand straighter in response, despite the sharp pain caused by my injuries. I refuse to show any sign of weakness in front of them.

“You decide your future, not I,” I snarl.

“Bullshit! You have our financial lives in your hands.”

I narrow my eyes. “No. You are the ones responsible for providing for your families.”

“Does that mean you plan to rob us of the stipend?” Andrev demands.

I huff with disgust. “No one is robbing you, Andrev. Explain how I can steal something from you that you do not own. The inheritance is mine, and the stipends come from that inheritance.”

“So, you do mean to stop it?” my youngest brother Pavel cries out.

“Don’t do this, Anton,” Timur warns me.

I shake my head, appalled at all four of my brothers for acting like helpless babes. Being a sadist, I feel an urge to rile them. “You are all able-bodied men. There is no reason you should live off the teat of my inheritance when you are capable of work.”

Andrev’s face grows red as he shoves me in the chest. “Don’t insult us, whipping boy.”

I react without thinking and sock him in the jaw. The pain in my back is excruciating, but I watch with satisfaction as he drops to the floor.

When Vlad rushes me, I stand my ground with a smirk on my lips. I am happy to teach him the same lesson.

“Stop!” Timur yells when Vlad pulls his fist back.

To my disappointment, I watch my older brother lower his arm. However, his gaze still burns with rage.

After Pavel helps Andrev back on his feet, the idiot goes for me again.

“I could take you—and all three of them—at once. You know that, don’t you?” I warn.

Looking at each of my brothers in disgust, I tell them, “I find your actions strange when I am the one in charge of the money. Instead of groveling at my feet the way you did with Father, you choose to attack me instead.”

Timur suddenly looks remorseful, then glances at Andrev and Vlad. “Anton is right. This is not how family treats each other.”

“I do not consider you family,” Vlad states, spitting at my feet.

“Good to know where your loyalties lie…brother,” I reply with biting sarcasm.

I turn to Andrev next. “Do you have something to add?”

“If you do this, you will not only be hurting us but our children. Mother would not approve. Family always came first with her.”

I deeply resent him bringing up our mother when he defended the man who killed her.

“You do not have the right to speak of her,” I growl. Turning to all my brothers, I yell, “None of you do!”

Timur, who has always been the most reasonable of my brothers, addresses me. “You will always be my brother, no matter how you treat us. But, I am begging you, Anton. Do not forsake our families in your need for revenge.”

My eyes narrow. “This is not about revenge, Timur. This is about the four of you becoming men. You have been coddled like children and look at what it’s done to you.”

Vlad’s sarcastic laughter fills the room. “How can you act all high and mighty when you have been receiving the same stipend we have?”

My voice grows cold when I remind him, “I earned it with every lash my father gave me. I never had the opportunity to act like a spoiled child because my childhood was ripped from me.”

The room grows silent.

As much as my brothers resent me, they witnessed the beatings. They know exactly what I endured.

“So, is that it, then?” Pavel asks me. “Is there nothing we can say to change your mind?”

“An apology would help,” I say drily.

Vlad and Andrev glare at me.

Timur is the first to break the silence. “I am sorry for confronting you like this. This should have been a civilized conversation among brothers.”

I shake my head. “This…” I make a sweeping gesture toward them all. “…is nothing. I expected this. What I need is an apology for banning me from Mamulya’s funeral.”

I notice Timur and Pavel shifting uncomfortably on their feet.

Finally, Pavel speaks up. “It wasn’t possible. Father deserved to pay his respects.”

I hit my chest several times. “I deserved to pay my respects! He was the one who ordered her death.”

The tension in the room rises to dangerous levels, but I don’t care. I’m ready to have it out with all four of them.

“There you go again, accusing Father of murdering her!” Vlad growls. “We all know you are the reason she died. You. You are bad luck, Anton.”

His words actually hurt because, in a sense, he’s right. Father had the people I loved killed because of the damn inheritance I now control.

The only thing that brings any sense of comfort is the secret I hold close to my heart. I know my father died a slow and torturous death because I was there.

Timur startles me when I feel his hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry you were not allowed to mourn with the family.”

I feel an ache in my chest, remembering that day. I was forced to grieve for my mother alone in the rain after everyone else had left. Although his words cannot take the painful memory away, it does affect me.

I nod in acknowledgment.

I wish I could feel closer to my brothers, but I feel nothing. My father purposely kept me separated from them, so I do not share the brotherly bonds that they do.

I glare at Andrev, waiting for his apology after the insult he threw at me earlier. My hatred for him only grows with each passing second. “You are not allowed to ever call me that again.”

Andrev folds his arms across his chest and glowers at me in silence.

Timur bumps his shoulder. “It was low, Andrev. Apologize.”

He shakes his head, narrowing his eyes in defiance.

“Then I have nothing more to say,” I tell them. “You may all leave my house.”

I see Vlad tense on hearing my little reminder that the mansion now belongs to me.

“Damn it, Andrev. Apologize to him. We need that money,” Pavel whines.

Andrev growls. “I despise you, Anton.”

“The feeling is mutual, maggot.”

He looks at the other three and scowls at them angrily.

“Do it,” Pavel whines.

Andrev’s upper lip curls in a snarl. “I am sorry for calling you what you are, but I promise not to do it again.”

Timur groans, but I hear Vlad chuckle under his breath.

What I wouldn’t give to use my cat o’ nines right now and erase both of their snide expressions.

“Enough!” Timur cries. “Stop acting like a child and apologize to Anton. If not for us, then in memory of our dear mother.”

The mood in the room changes at once. Despite our differences, we are unified in our love for our mother.

Andrev looks at me again and lets out a tortured sigh. “For Mother’s sake alone, I apologize to you, and I will not say it again.”

I glare at him. “See that you don’t.”

“Now that your ego has been appeased, answer the question,” Vlad demands. “Are you going to continue the stipends?”

I incline my head and smile. “Yes—and no.”

“What?” Andrev shrieks.

I see I finally have their attention.

“I will not continue to take your manhood away as has been done in the past. You will work hard for your money like every good Russian must.”

When Vlad starts to protest, I put my hand up.

“However, I will not abandon your families. I have decided to lower your stipends to a reasonable amount to support them as a courtesy to you.”

“A courtesy?” Andrev bellows.

I raise an eyebrow. “What else would you call it when I willingly give your family charity at your request?”

I find it amusing to watch the veins pop out of Andrev’s forehead as he starts fuming again.

“That is our money! Our money!” Vlad shouts.

They all nod in agreement.

“Feel free to take it up with Grandfather,” I joke angrily. “But he was quite specific in his will, and none of the assets have been willed to you.”

“You’re such a fucking asshole!” Vlad growls.

All four brothers begin burning with rage. They look like they are about to explode, so I add gasoline to the fire.

“Of course, I am under no obligation to give anyone a stipend.” I look directly at Vlad. “You are in control of your future.”

I take pleasure in using his own words against him. I enjoy that little twist of the knife.

“You’re such a hypocrite,” Andrev snarls. “Here you judge us, acting all righteous by telling us we must work for our money, when you sit on your ass, swimming in it.”

“You are wrong, Andrev. Grandfather knew that the person who inherited it would become a slave to that responsibility. What you see as a tremendous gift is actually a cruel punishment.”

Andrev clasps his hands together dramatically, looking around at his brothers. “Let’s all feel sorry for Anton, shall we?”

Vlad snarls. “If this burden is too big for you, then why are you keeping it all for yourself? Why not split it up five ways and be done with it?”

The others shout their agreement.

So, I tell them the truth. “You would not be able to handle it.”

“I’m willing to make that sacrifice,” Andrev states.

I look him in the eyes when I tell him, “I would never be so cruel. It would destroy your family.”

“Oh, Anton, the savior of us all!” Vlad cries sarcastically.

I sigh in frustration.

They are fools. Grandfather knew it, and he made me the king of fools. I look toward the heavens, unamused.

“Surely, Grandfather never meant for Anton to keep it all,” Pavel whimpers to Timur.

Of all my brothers, Timur is the only one who seems to be listening. Rolling back his shoulders, he turns to face me. “I accept the generosity of your monthly gift, Anton.”

I nod to him. “Peace be with you and your family, Timur.”

Not wanting to lose his stipend, Pavel blurts, “Thank you, Anton.”

“You’re welcome, Pavel.”

Vlad and Andrev stare at each other. While I don’t care if I ever see either of them again, I’d hate for their wives and children to suffer because of their pride.

However, my two older brothers need to practice a little humility.

I’m actually surprised when Vlad goes first. “While I resent you, I will not turn down your money.”

Rather than wishing his family well, I tell him with all sincerity, “I pray that God provides your wife with extraordinary forbearance in the years ahead. The poor woman needs it.”

He scowls. “Fuck you, Anton!”

I raise my eyebrows and wait.

Through gritted teeth, he tells me. “My family thanks you for the gift.”

I find his response acceptable and nod.

Everyone turns to stare at Andrev.

He shakes his head, unable to accept I am solely in charge of the Durov estate, even though he knows Grandfather chose me.

I find his inner struggle entertaining to watch.

Andrev looks at the other three, growling in disgust. “Is that really it? All of you are willing to lap up his scraps like mangy dogs?”

They say nothing.

Andrev turns his anger back on me. “Well, I am not going to prostrate myself before the likes of you. Not for any amount of money.”

I smile. “Fine.”

His eyes widen in surprise.

“I’m only offering it as a courtesy to your children. Unfortunately, I can’t control the fact that their father is a prideful half-wit.”

Vlad grips Andrev’s arm to calm him. “Get it over with, Andrev,” he mutters. “It means nothing.”

But it’s obvious it means something to Andrev. He’s much too proud.

Knowing he needs this lesson in humility, I refuse to back down. “We’re finished here. You can see yourselves out.”

Everyone looks at Andrev in concern. They know he depends on the stipend and his family will suffer needlessly without it.

Timur speaks up. “Do what’s right for your children, Andrev.”

“Yes,” Pavel pleads.

Andrev sets his jaw, meeting my gaze with a look of defiance. It takes him several minutes to force himself to say it. “For my family’s sake, I accept your…” He spits out the word like it’s poison. “…charity.”

“So be it,” I answer, turning my back on them. I close my eyes, fighting the increasing pain from my injuries.

When I hear the four of them start for the door, I announce, “The locks will be changed after today. You will not be entering my home unannounced again.”

I take satisfaction when I hear Andrev curse.

Afterward, rather than sit down, I go outside to stare at the pole.

I do not want to play this new role with my brothers.

It seems cruel that I’m being forced to act as their protector again. As a child, I was the family whipping boy and took all their punishments for them. Now, I have been given the unsavory task as keeper of the Durov estate.

I shake my head and look upward, calling out to my mother.

“There is no need to cry anymore, Mamulya. I willingly accept my fate and promise to protect them all.”

That evening, I gather the staff so we can mourn the death of the two men who gave their lives. While we drink vodka and share stories about them, I look at my staff and make a silent vow not to let another one die needlessly.
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Rescue
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Needing time alone with my thoughts, I slip on a knitted cap to cover my head, dress down, and put on my shades. I want to blend in with the crowd as I walk the streets of Moscow.

I walk aimlessly until I look up at Sparrow Hills and feel drawn to it.

Taking the metro to Vorobyevy Gory station, I get out and hike up the hill to the top. From there, I have a panoramic view of central Moscow from the Luzhniki Stadium, made famous during the 1980 Summer Olympics, to the iconic skyscrapers known as the Seven Sisters. The Moskva River runs at the base of the hill, and Moscow State University stands behind me.

It’s peaceful here at this time of year because the Russian winter is too harsh for most foreigners. However, today there is no breeze in the air, and it feels almost warm to me.

I close my eyes, taking in the rays of the sun as I listen to Tatianna’s trilling laughter in my mind.

I know why I was drawn here. I needed to feel close to her.

Although the memory hurts me, I can still hear the joy in her voice when she told me her plans to attend Moscow State University…
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“Mark my words, Anton. I will graduate with honors.”

I graze my hand against her cheek. “I have no doubt, Tatianna. You have a brilliant mind.”

She blushes a light shade of pink when I touch her, the chemistry between us palpable. “Did you know that the university was founded in 1755 by a decree of Empress Elizabeth and was founded on St. Tatiana Day?”

I grin. “No, I did not.”

“I am destined to go here.” She glances back at the building and states, “After I get my Master’s Degree in Linguistics, I plan to travel throughout Russia so I can preserve the minor languages of our Motherland.”

Tatianna looks at me earnestly. “Did you know there are 120 native languages spoken here?”

I shake my head, genuinely surprised.

“When the older generations pass on, we will lose those languages which are unique to their region and culture.” Tatianna’s eyes fill with tears. “Think of all the wisdom and history that will be lost if something isn’t done.”

“True.”

I am proud of the intense love she has for our people.

“Before we lose our older generation, I want to record their stories in their native languages and interpret them for future generations.”

“That is a worthy endeavor. I’m impressed.”

She smiles, suddenly embarrassed. “I just get worked up because nothing is being done.”

I admire her passion and vision. “It’s rare to have such a clear purpose. Never apologize for it.”

She bites her bottom lip and smiles shyly. The come-hither look in her eyes does neither of us any good when her older brother Titov walks up. “Are you about done here? Because I’m heading home.”

I don’t appreciate the interruption and let out an irritated huff as I turn to face him. “We’ve been here a total of twenty minutes. I have no problem making sure Tatianna gets home safely.”

“It doesn’t matter. I have a problem with it.”

Looking at Tatianna, he barks. “We’re leaving. Now!”

I get that he’s Tatianna’s brother but, lately, this “big brother act” has become intolerable. Ever since Titov started running with the Bratva, he’s been acting like a completely different person.

We used to be best friends even though he’s several years older that me. We had fun as kids, and got into all kinds of mischief together. Lately, though, I hardly recognize the guy.

“Anton, will you join us for lunch?” Tatianna asks sweetly. “My mother is making chebureki.”

Titov growls, letting me know I’m not welcome.

“Some other time, Tatianna,” I promise.

She glances at her brother in irritation, then looks back at me, mouthing the words, I’m sorry.

I smirk. I’m quite capable of dealing with her overbearing brother, but I won’t have to for much longer. Tatianna’s eighteenth birthday is coming up and I have big plans.

On her birthday, I intend to treat her like the princess she is and claim her as mine.

And there’s not a damn thing Titov can do about it.

[image: * * *]

I let out a ragged sigh as I stare at the striking architecture of Moscow State University. Tatianna never got the chance to attend this place…

How could the three of us know how close we were to losing everything that day?

Tatianna had such vitality and passion. It never should have been snuffed out.

I start back down the hill, my soul heavy with loss. I enter the train in a daze, unaware of the people around me. My heart aches with the same intensity as the day I lost her, and I put my hand to my chest, finding it difficult to breathe.

I get off at the next stop so I can collect myself before the tears start to fall.

As I stand there, taking deep breaths, I look across the tracks to the train stop on the other side. I see a young woman sitting alone, reading a book.

A train thunders by between us, shaking the platform as the air fills with the loud clickety-clack of the wheels on the track.

After it passes, the silence returns. I take several deep, calming breaths trying to ease the ache in my heart.

I look to see the girl is still there, completely lost in her book.

I walk over to study the train schedule and realize I’m going to be stuck here for a while. I groan as I take a seat on the bench.

Eventually, an old couple joins me.

Not wanting to cry in front of them, I use the girl across the train tracks as a distraction by making up a story about who she is and where she is headed.

I imagine she is the daughter of a high-ranking general. No doubt, her father is overly protective and rarely lets her out of his sight. Not one to stay caged, she sneaks out whenever she can and rides the train for hours. Although she knows that she’ll be punished for it when she returns, it’s worth the price to be free—if only for a little while.

I see two men join her on the platform. She is oblivious of them, too caught up in her reading.

I watch the men speak to each other as they look at her. After several minutes pass, they look around to see if anyone is watching.

I feel the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

I stand up to let them know that I see them.

Off in the distance, I hear another train racing down the tracks toward us.

They look in the direction of it and start talking animatedly to each other. I call out to the girl, trying to get her attention, but she doesn’t look up from her book.

The men look at me as the speeding train approaches.

When they start walking toward the girl, I shout to warn her, but the whistle of the train drowns out my voice. I know she will be gone once the train passes.

It’s like watching what happened to Tatianna play out in front of me.

Glancing at the train barreling down the tracks, my instincts kick in.

Without a thought for myself, I run toward the tracks. I know there’s no time to second-guess myself.

The old people behind me scream for me to stop.

I jump down onto the tracks and race to the other side, the ground beneath me rumbling with the weight of the approaching train.

It blasts its whistle wildly.

With adrenaline coursing through my body and only seconds to spare, I use superhuman strength to pull myself up to safety and feel the wind whip around me as the train rushes past.

The girl is gone, but I can hear her screaming. Following the sound of it, I take the stairs several steps at a time in close pursuit.

When I see the two men, I call out, “Halt!”

They glance back nervously. One turns to face me while the other drags the girl toward the parking lot.

I rush the man, sending him flying into the air as I make my way to the girl. The other guy doesn’t stand a chance against me. I clutch his arm and whip him around, breaking the grip he has on the girl.

Cocking back my fist, I punch him, sending him crashing to the ground.

The girl cries out in warning, and I whip around in time to avoid the other man’s attack. My hatred goes so deep it almost blinds me, and I rain my fists down on him. Only the terrified screams of the girl force me to stop.

I look down at his bloody face and spit on him.

Getting up. I approach the girl. “It’s all right. No one is going to hurt you.”

She hesitates a moment before running to wrap her arms around me.

I close my eyes, holding her tight.

Safe…

I force back the tears as memories of Tatianna’s kidnapping flood my mind. I am grateful that that will not be this girl’s fate. “I will protect you.”

A small crowd gathers around us, and I hear one of the kidnappers moan.

“Call the police!” I bark.

“Should I call an ambulance, too?” a kindly woman asks.

I look down at the girl. “Are you okay?”

She keeps her face buried against me as she nods.

“It won’t be necessary,” I tell the woman.

I stand there with the girl desperately clutching me. Relief flows through me, grateful that she is unharmed.

“Would you like me to call your parents?” the woman asks her.

She nods but says nothing.

“I need their number,” the woman urges the girl.

When the girl doesn’t speak, I tell the woman. “Give her time.”

I don’t move. One thought keeps running through my mind as I hear the sound of sirens approaching.

I wasn’t too late this time.

It is both an empowering and damning realization.

When the young woman pulls away from me, she wipes away her tears and looks up. “Thank you for saving me.”

My heart constricts. What I wouldn’t have given to hear Tatianna say those same words.

When the police arrive, they call for an ambulance for the men, and I watch in silence as the two are taken away. I overhear one of the policemen mention the Bratva, and I spit on the ground angrily.

Human trafficking is quickly becoming a preferred crime of the Bratva because of the high profit margin. Unfortunately, the police have had little success in preventing it.

One of the policemen offers to take me home. I take him up on it and tell him my address. He immediately apologizes for not knowing who I am.

I shake my head. “I am just a man, no different than you.”

But he can’t let it go. He’s far too excited at the idea of having one of the Durovs riding in his police car.

I’m uncomfortable with the attention and instruct him not to mention my name to the press when I exit the car.

“You’re a hero, Anton Durov!” he shouts from the car.

“Nyet,” I say tiredly as I head toward the mansion. Once inside, I speak to no one as I make my way up the stairs to my bedroom and shut the door.

Walking to the bed, I lay down in the dark and allow myself to cry.
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My Calling
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Despite my expressed wishes, I wake in the morning and find my name splashed all over the news, detailing what the old couple called my “death-defying rescue”. According to witnesses, I looked like a Kodiak bear on a rampage, making the kidnappers fly through the air when I attacked them.

My staff is thoughtful. They know I am a private man, and refrain from asking me about it. However, to keep my sanity and avoid the press, I turn off my phone and instruct the servants not to answer the door.

I’ve been unable to get the relief on the girl’s face out of my mind the moment she knew she was safe.

But I am still haunted by the idea that if I hadn’t felt the urge to go to Sparrow Hills yesterday, and gotten off the train when I did, the young woman would have disappeared without a trace and suffered Tatianna’s fate.

I wonder now if my little sparrow directed my steps…

Whispering, I call out, “Are you with me, Tatianna?”

I hear no answer, but I feel her presence.

How ever I came to be on that platform, it saved a life yesterday. Knowing that has given me a new purpose.

I know with certainty that the inheritance I control is not meant for me or my brothers. I was spared in the avalanche because I have a greater purpose to fulfill.

It goes far beyond providing creature comforts to the Durov family, as my brothers insist I do.

This money is meant to impact future generations—I know it in the depths of my soul.

I will see to it that the Durov estate invests in rescuing those who are being bought and sold. I will also aid the authorities in eradicating those who profit from it.

I promise to do whatever it takes to protect the victims, because I know personally how vulnerable they are.

In direct opposition to my father and the evil he committed, I will use the resources of the Durov inheritance to save lives.

The conviction I feel forces me to my feet and I make a solemn vow to God.

“For every life my father has destroyed, I will save thousands.”

Saying the words out loud recharges my soul.
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Given my new status as the sole beneficiary of the Durov estate, I now have a target on my back and must surround myself with an army of men I can trust.

The first person I call is Titov.

“I need you to come to the mansion. I have something to discuss with you.”

The minute he enters the room he states with pride, “Everyone is talking about what you did yesterday, Anton.”

“I was simply in the right place at the right time.”

“That’s not what I heard. You risked your life to save her.”

I know Titov will understand when I say, “I didn’t have a choice.”

He nods. “It is good—this thing you have done. Tatianna would be proud.”

It hurts to hear him say her name out loud, and I unknowingly wince.

“Are you okay?”

“I miss her…” I choke out.

Titov’s expression changes to one of shared sorrow. “Every day,” he agrees as he pats me on the back.

The two of us had a severe falling out after Tatianna’s kidnapping. I blamed him for her death because of his involvement with the Bratva. I had warned him repeatedly that they couldn’t be trusted.

It wasn’t until the death of my mother that I learned the truth about my father’s involvement in Tatianna’s kidnapping.

Titov and I witnessed the abuse Tatianna suffered at the hands of the slavers when we finally rescued her. Although our hearts were broken by it, we understood why Tatianna committed suicide after returning home. They shattered her soul.

Although morose, Titov and I grew closer during the torture of my father. Truly, it wasn’t until we watched my father’s painful death that he and I felt any sense of closure—or justice.

Titov and I bonded in ways no one else could understand.

It is the reason I want him as my right-hand man now.

“We talked once about you working for me.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Well, I have a proposition for you.”

I pick up a bottle of vodka and pour him a shot, handing it to him.

He looks at me expectantly as he takes it. “Go on.”

“I want you to work for me as my right-hand man. I will pay you well for it.”

Titov stares at me in shock.

I pour myself a shot while I wait for his response. “Well…?”

“I’m not qualified for such a position.”

“The only requirement is being a man I trust implicitly.”

He furrows his brow. “I have no experience, Anton.”

I clink my glass against his. “You will learn.”

He and I both share a profound love for Tatianna and a mutual hatred for anyone who would sell human lives for profit. As far as I’m concerned, he is the only man qualified for the job.

We both throw back the vodka.

He sets his glass down slowly. “What exactly does the position entail?”

“You will be available to assist me on a moment’s notice and will take care of things whenever I am indisposed.”

“Meaning I will be on call twenty-four seven?”

“Yes. In exchange for your service, I will pay you this amount.” I write the number on a piece of paper and slide it over to him.

His eyes widen when he looks at it. “I am not worth—”

“You will take no less. What I am asking will require you to give up your life as you know it.”

He shrugs. “It’s not like I have a life now. But, Anton…I’m not comfortable with that amount.”

“Regardless, you will accept it.”

He frowns and takes a few minutes to think about it. “What if you give my parents a portion? That is the only way I will even consider it.”

I nod, smiling. “Your parents deserve some comfort after all they’ve suffered.”

“Agreed.”

“I will see to it,” I tell him, pouring another round. “But, there’s more.”

He chuckles under his breath. “Of course.”

“Yesterday was a wakeup call for me, Titov. I plan to actively support the police in going after these slavers, which could put both of us in danger.”

He sits up in his seat. “Are you serious?”

“Da,” I answer gravely, downing the second shot.

“I’m all in,” he replies without hesitation, throwing back his shot.

“You understand you could die in this endeavor.”

He snarls. “If I can take one of them with me, it will be worth it.”

I appreciate his attitude.

“You will start assembling a team of bodyguards tomorrow. I want the best of the best. Money isn’t a concern. While you work on that, I will be drawing up a will. I must make certain the assets do not fall into the wrong hands, should I die pursuing our endeavors.”

Titov stares at me thoughtfully for a moment. “You have changed.”

“How so?”

“There’s a fire in you I haven’t seen before.”

“It’s Tatianna.”

The mood in the room instantly changes when I mention her name.

He only nods.

“She was with me yesterday,” I confess to him.

His gaze intensifies and he looks in my eyes as if he’s searching for her. He finally sits back in his chair and says, “I believe it, Anton.”

“Fair warning. You will be exposed to things in my personal life that may make you uncomfortable.”

“I don’t care.”

I slap Titov on the back. “Good, because I plan to let it all hang out, balls and all.”

Titov chuckles. “I’ve seen you before, Anton. Don’t you remember when we used to moon the boats on the Krymsky Bridge?”

“Fuck, we were fools back then,” I say, laughing. “In all seriousness, though, I don’t just dabble in being a sadist. It is my lifestyle—something I indulge in constantly.”

“I understand…” he begins. “Well, actually, I don’t understand it at all. The idea of it is foreign to me, but I know some of the women you ‘date’, and for some odd reason they all seem to adore you.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Have you thought of pursuing BDSM yourself?”

Titov shakes his head, chuckling. “I would rather watch from the sidelines.”

It strikes me that there was a time when I thought Titov would be my brother through marriage. Who could have guessed things would play out this way?

“I’m honored to work with you, Titov.”

He thrusts out his hand to shake mine. “The honor is mine. When do I start?”

“Tomorrow. Our first priority must be the security team and the will. Considering the risks that provoking the Bratva will invite, I have to make certain the assets that make up the Durov estate don’t fall into the wrong hands if I die.”

“I won’t let you die,” Titov vows solemnly.

I appreciate his declaration, but I know how dangerous the Bratva can be, so I pour another shot of vodka and slap him on the shoulder.

“Here’s to a lifelong partnership.”
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Needing to escape the responsibilities that have suddenly been thrust on me, I visit a dungeon outside the city limits.

I need to shed off the tension caused by my new position in the family and the unwanted label of hero slapped on me by the media.

I’m no hero.

I failed Tatianna, and I am fighting to make her death mean something.

I need this escape to the only place I can unwind and just be.

“Rytsar Durov!” I hear the low bellow of one of the Doms when I enter the dungeon.

The dungeons I frequent in Russia are strict on protocol. They do not follow the same practices as their American counterparts.

Some have said that the Dominants in America are soft and the submissives highly undisciplined. However, I believe it is simply a different style of D/s and feel no need to compare the two.

Regardless of style, I require only two things—a willing submissive and my cat o’ nines.

I walk through the dungeon, looking for a sub to play with. I have been out of the country for several years pursuing a degree in the States, and I see several fresh faces who have yet to experience my ’nines.

Shurik walks up and points to a girl I failed to notice because she was kneeling. Her extremely long, black hair completely covers her face.

“This one would please you,” he assures me.

“Why do you say that?”

“Her screams are quite appealing.”

Shurik has piqued my interest with that simple statement.

“What is your name?” I ask the girl.

Keeping her head bowed, she answers quietly, “I am known as kroshka.”

A smirk plays on my lips. “A crumb? As in a crumb for me to eat?”

She nods slightly.

“Look at me,” I demand, wanting to see her face.

She looks up, but her face is still covered by her hair.

I reach down to part it.

Her delicate facial features and full lips are appealing, but she keeps her gaze glued to the floor.

“Look at me,” I demand again as I take her face in my hand and lift it.

Her dark eyes have such depth to them that they steal my breath away.

I hold out my cat o’ nines. “Are you familiar with my instrument?”

She looks at the tails with their hard leather knots with hungry eyes. She smiles when she nods.

“Nyet, you are not,” I inform her smirk. “But you soon will be…”

Her smile grows wider as she stares at it.

“You will call me Rytsar.”

She seems startled when she hears my name. She instantly looks up to meet my gaze before quickly bowing her head again. I can see her tense, readying herself for the punishment she deserves for daring to look at me.

“You know me?”

“I only know of you, Rytsar,” she answers fearfully.

I am not interested in punishing her for a protocol rule I care little about, but I know that the rules of this dungeon require it.

To preserve her reputation and mine, I tell her, “I am adding a lash from a cane for your disobedience.”

“Yes, Rytsar,” she answers, visibly relieved.

I understand that, as a submissive in this strict environment, she needs the punishment. Otherwise, I would appear weak in her eyes—and in the eyes of those around me.

“Stand and serve me,” I command.

When she gets to her feet, her hair naturally cascades down to her knees, covering her naked body. This won’t do, and I order her to turn facing away from me.

I pull back her long hair and begin braiding it. The great length makes it a challenge, and it takes time. I use that time to build the tension between us, intermittently caressing her skin while I make a casual braid of her long hair. When I reach the end, I use a lock of it to wrap around the braid and tuck it in to secure it.

Placing the braid to the front, I admire her naked back—so smooth and untouched.

I feel a rush when I think of the marks she will soon bear from our session.

“Turn in place,” I command.

I watch with admiration as she turns. Her brown nipples are hard, and her pussy is swollen with need.

The slight hint of her pink clit stirs the ravenous beast in me.

Giving her a wicked smile, I grab her long braid and use it as a leash, leading her to a concrete wall with heavy chains attached. I let go of her hair and press her chest against the rough surface. “Spread your legs.”

She quickly obeys, and I brush my finger against her pussy, teasing her clit with a light touch. She softly moans at the contact.

I can be gentle or fierce. She will get to know both sides of me today.

“Open,” I tell her, pressing the handle of my ’nines against her mouth.

I growl my approval as her pink lips encase it and she holds it in her mouth. I want her to know the taste of the leather so she will never forget it.

I appreciate the old, rustic bindings found in this dungeon. They were recovered from actual dungeons throughout Russia. It gives this place a feeling of authenticity.

I take her wrist and place it in the shackle, encasing it in iron and locking it. Because the chain is heavy and the cuff is hard and unyielding, it makes a submissive feel helpless and in danger.

I bind her other wrist, purposely pulling on the chains so the sound of the links clinking against each other echoes through the dungeon. I want all of her senses to be stimulated as I scene with her.

I run my hands over her back, mentally mapping where I will leave my marks. I reach between her legs and press my hand against her mound.

“Mine to please and torture at will,” I whisper in her ear.

Her soft whimper excites me.

Taking my ’nines from her mouth, I wipe it off with her braided hair. I do it as an intimate exchange, highlighting that her body is mine to use as I see fit.

Ready to start, I wrap my hand around the ’nine’s handle and snap it near her face so she can hear the harshness of the tails as they cut through the air. I take pleasure in the goosebumps that rise on her skin.

She has every reason to be scared.

This will hurt.

But, first, I introduce her to its gentler side.

I lightly drag the tails over her skin, from her arms to her shoulders, and down her back to her buttocks. The soft caress adds to the goosebumps on her skin as I tickle her with it.

At one point, she lets out a giggle.

I take that moment to step back momentarily and gently slap the ’nines against her mound. It is a possessive move, laying claim to her pussy—it’s meant to stimulate her mind as well as her body.

She lets out a cry of surprise, then moans in response. Already my cat o’ nines is weaving its wicked spell.

Moving into position, I order her to straighten her back and move her shoulders forward. I want access to every inch of her.

I cut the air several times with my whip to warm up before we begin. Bound as she is, I want kroshka to anticipate what is about to happen.

A few subs watch us from afar. Their heads are bowed but they sneak covert glances at my cat o’ nines. I recognize each submissive, and all of them know its bite. They seem to be drawn to it like moths to a flame.

I smile to myself, confident that kroshka will soon feel as they do.

Ending my warm-up, I ask her, “Are you prepared for the pain?”

I hear the catch in her voice when she answers, “Yes, Rytsar.”

I immediately deliver the first stroke. Her body tenses upon impact and she lets out a throaty scream that is a mixture of terror and desire. Her cry is truly alluring, just as Shurik said.

I follow that first lash with two more in quick succession, and the entire dungeon echoes with her screams.

Now that I have her attention, I know every one of her senses is focused solely on me. It is a heady experience knowing I am the center of her universe.

I thrive on her willing submission as I watch her physically tremble after my initial set of lashes.

Kroshka holds her breath as she wonders when the next lash will fall.

I change my stance and give her a challenging stroke on each buttock, excited by her tears and the growing redness of her ass.

“Would you like it harder?” I ask.

It takes her several moments before she nods.

“I want to hear you say it.”

She looks back at me. “I want it harder, Rytsar.”

As she readies for a powerful stroke, I watch her entire body tense.

Instead of giving her what she expects, I graze her back with a gentle stroke and hear her gasp in surprise.

“You are mine to control,” I remind her. I run my fingers lightly over her back, appreciating the marks on her skin. When I reach between her legs, I find she is incredibly wet.

“Do you want to come?”

“Yes…” she murmurs breathlessly.

I smirk as I suck my finger and taste her for the first time. I then move back into position.

Taking the time to study her back, I determine the best place for the next stroke. Raising my arm, I smile as I deliver a powerful stroke that steals her breath away.

I wait several moments for her body to recover before delivering the second, equally powerful stroke.

Kroshka’s sexy cries fill the dungeon, turning me on even more. I vary the power of my lashes, inciting various screams from her lips and creating a vocal concert as I carry her into subspace.

I hand my ’nines to a sub and pick up a cane. Knowing her body is still reverberating from the caress of the lashes, I approach kroshka.

“Now for your punishment.”

I rub her red ass with my hand and hear her whimper. I stand back and strike her buttocks with enough force to leave a prominent welt.

The cry she makes is the most alluring yet and dissolves the last of my control.

I toss the cane to a nearby Dom and undo my pants, pressing my hard cock between her legs. Rubbing the head of my shaft against her swollen clit, I growl in satisfaction. “You are wet…”

Her sobs quickly quiet as her body responds to my need, her pussy covering my cock with her wet excitement. I press my shaft against her anus and feel her shiver.

“And now, you will come.”

I push into her ass with little resistance, her body opening itself up to my darker needs.

I grab her bound wrists as I begin thrusting into her so the rattling sound of the chains will announce every stroke into her ass.

She begins moaning again—that alluring sound I find intoxicating.

Releasing one wrist, I grasp her throat possessively as I thrust even deeper, demanding her complete submission.

Changing the angle of my thrusts, I stimulate her G-spot as I fuck her.

“Who owns you right now?”

“Rytsar!” she cries.

I thrust harder and faster, wanting complete possession of her.

I know her orgasm is near when her entire body tenses. “Come for me.”

She fills the dungeon with her erotic screams as she orgasms.

As soon as her climax begins to ebb, I slow my thrusts and concentrate on the depth of each stroke.

The dungeon is quiet while the chains rattle with each pronounced thrust. I let my climax build until I can no longer hold back. Pressing myself against her, I grit my teeth as I release my seed deep inside her ass.

The sound of her sensual cries and the smell of our mixed sweat fill my senses as I embrace the primal essence of who I am.

I make no excuses.

I am Rytsar Durov—sadist at heart.


[image: Red Phoenix Glyph]
The Dragon
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I wake with a start, and my hand automatically goes to my shoulder. I rub the dragon tattoo as the last remnants of a dream disappear.

I vividly recall the day I got the tattoo and the reason I wanted it.

It happened right after my grandfather gave me the ring.

Looking back now, I realize that night changed the course of my life and the lives of those I hold most dear—but I didn’t know it then.

Although I wasn’t close to my grandfather, I highly respected the man. His intellect was unmatched, but it was his self-discipline and open mind that I admired more.

Sadly, my father was the opposite of my grandfather, and I have often wondered what my grandfather thought of his son.

Our family had gotten an unusual invitation from my grandfather to join him for dinner. Normally a recluse, we were all excited at the prospect of having a formal dinner with the distinguished man.

Even my mother, who was not a Durov by birth, was ecstatic about the unexpected chance to spend time with my grandfather. She had a deep interest in our family history and longed to learn as much as she could about him.

I loved that about my mother. Whereas I was embarrassed by my lineage because of my father, she embraced the Durovs because of her sons.

I let out a ragged sigh, remembering that night years ago when we went to visit my grandfather and I learned the significance of the black dragon…

[image: * * *]

“You come from an important family, Anton,” Mamulya tells me as we walk behind the others to the limousine. “Throughout history, they have been men of honor who were known as strong protectors. Don’t ever lose sight of that. The blood of your forefathers flows in your veins, and they were great men.”

“But Father—”

She looks at me, her expression suddenly somber. “You are strong and wise like your grandfather, Anton. Embrace his traits.” Her eyes soften. “You will be a great man someday. You are destined for it.”

“I prefer being stupid and happy, Mamulya.”

She laughs lightly, roughing up my hair. “You will never be stupid, my son, but I hope you are always happy.”

As my brothers get into the vehicle, my mother suddenly insists that Vlad sit with my father while she takes a seat in the back with me.

My father is pleased with her suggestion and pats Vlad on the shoulder. “I prefer to have my firstborn beside me.”

Vlad looks at me and mouths the words Mama’s boy.

I smirk. I have no problem being called a mama’s boy when my mother is such an extraordinary woman.

Grandfather does not meet us when we arrive. Instead, the servant escorts us to the drawing room reserved for special guests. There we are left to wait for him.

My father is insulted and begins to pace the room. However, I see it as a compliment rather than a slight, and tell him so.

“The man is a pompous fool!” my father shouts. “Treating us as if we are unwanted guests rather than family.”

“A fool?” I hear my grandfather say as he stands up from a lounge chair facing the fireplace.

Instead of being embarrassed, my father demands, “What kind of father chooses not to greet his only son at the door?”

Grandfather ignores him and turns to my mother. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Anya.”

My mother bows her head and smiles. “I feel the same.”

My grandfather glances at each of us five boys, but his eyes return to me and he continues to stare at me for several uncomfortable seconds.

“What is this all about?” my father huffs.

When Grandfather turns to look at him, I see my father shrink under his gaze. “We will be having dinner together,” he states matter-of-factly.

Grandfather then turns to me. “But first, I will speak to Anton—alone.”

“Alone?” my father snarls. “What the hell for?”

Grandfather glares at him. “You will speak to me with respect.”

My father grimaces, having been put in his place in front of all of us.

Grandfather gestures for me to walk to the door and answers my father. “This has nothing to do with you, Vladimir.”

I can feel the weight of my brothers’ jealous gazes as Grandfather escorts me out of the room, but I am uneasy about this private talk.

I have been getting into trouble lately, having far too much fun with Titov as we find new ways to entertain ourselves on the streets of Moscow. It’s all been in harmless fun, but it has been an embarrassment to my father and a source of growing tension between us.

Grandfather leads me to the study and closes the door. He orders me to sit while he walks to the liquor cabinet.

I watch as he quietly pours two glasses of fine cognac and walks back to me, handing me a glass before sitting down.

The expensive alcohol instantly sets my mind at ease. I know now this is not going to be a lecture about my shortcomings.

“I have been watching you closely, Anton,” he states, swirling the liquor in his glass and taking a whiff before sipping.

I fight the urge to down it like vodka and follow his example. The rich aroma enhances the flavor as I take the first sip, enjoying the unique flavor notes of chocolate, caramel, and fig.

I have to hand it to my grandfather. He has exceptional tastes in alcohol.

“Very good,” I compliment him, holding up my glass.

“I thought it appropriate for tonight.”

He has my curiosity piqued, but I don’t want to sound like an overeager child by asking him what he means, so I keep my cool and take another sip to better appreciate the flavor. I am surprised to taste a hint of something unexpected. “Saffron.”

He smiles, obviously pleased that I picked up on the taste. “It is the reason I prefer this cognac above all others.”

“I’m a vodka man myself, but I appreciate a superior drink in any form.”

We sip the drink together in comfortable silence. It appears that my grandfather is not interested in rushing our time together even though my family is waiting.

I follow his lead and sit back in the fine leather chair to savor the moment. Once I’ve finished my drink, I set my glass down on the side table and wait patiently for him to speak.

“You do not take after your father,” he states.

“No, I do not.”

“And you are nothing like your brothers.”

I snort. “If it weren’t for the obvious physical resemblance, I would question whether I am related to them.”

“But, you do take after your mother.”

A smile spreads across my face at the mention of her. “I certainly strive to.”

Grandfather sets his glass down. “I have the utmost respect for Anya.”

“She feels the same about you, Grandfather.”

He presses his fingers together contemplatively and then surprises me by saying, “I owe your mother.”

I look at him questioningly. “How so?”

“You will come to understand in time, Anton.”

I find his answer both dissatisfying and unsettling.

“Have you heard the saying, ‘With great power, comes great responsibility?’”

I shake my head slowly. “No, I have not.”

“It has become the mantra of my life.”

I shrug in sympathy. “You are the family patriarch. I’m sure it’s not an easy position to have.”

His voice is somber when he replies, “It is not. Your father envies my wealth, but it is an overwhelming and thankless obligation.”

“My father is an idiot.”

He frowns. “Normally, I would correct anyone making such a grievous statement about their father, but in Vladimir’s case…” He lets out a long sigh. “…I agree with you. “It pains me greatly that Vladimir is a cruel person. Irina and I did our best to mold him as a child—but we obviously failed to make an impact.”

“My brothers are easily manipulated by him. What does that tell you?”

He looks at me thoughtfully for a moment, then abruptly changes the subject. “Has your father explained the significance of the family crest to you?”

I shake my head.

“I thought as much.”

He points to an archaic flag emblazoned with our family crest hanging on the wall. “Your forefathers put great thought into its design. They wanted not only to proclaim our history but to also express the expectations of our future.”

He stares at the flag as he explains, “The band at the top denotes our leadership and the color red speaks to our strength.”

He glances at me. “The Durovs must always remain strong leaders for our country, Anton.”

Looking back at the crest, he continues, “The blue background speaks to our loyalty to the people, while the estoile symbolizes that we understand we are under God’s guidance.”

“Estoile?” I ask. I am unfamiliar with the word.

He points to the star with eight points. “The estoile is gold to signify our willingness to give fully whenever it is required. And the dragon in the center proclaims our vow to be valiant defenders of all that is right and true.”

Realizing that every color has significance, I ask, “Why is the dragon black?”

His expression becomes grave. “It conveys the deepest truth.” Looking up at the flag, he tells me, “True leadership requires great sacrifice.”

I feel a chill at his pronouncement. “Grandfather, I know you say it is a thankless job and I do not know what you have sacrificed. However, I am grateful for what you have done for the family.”

He nods in acknowledgment, but I see the anguished look in his eyes.

“I know everything about you, Anton. My men have been following you for the last three months.”

I suddenly tense, fearful this has all been an elaborate setup to chastise me for my reckless ways.

Rather than defend myself, I simply say, “And?”

“You are foolhardy…” He stands up and gathers the two glasses. As he pours us both another drink, he adds, “But, that is to be expected from someone your age.”

He walks back to me and hands me the glass. “You are extremely intelligent, although irrational at times.”

I hold up my glass. “What can I say? There are times when my passion gets the best of me.”

He smirks. “That passion is your saving grace.”

I tilt my head, not expecting to hear that response.

“While others may treat you like a wayward boy, I see you as a man of substance.”

I stare at him, completely surprised by the turn of events. Rather than a dressing down, I am receiving unexpected praise.

I notice my grandfather playing with the gold ring on his pinky. When he looks me in the eyes again, the intensity of his gaze steals my breath.

“I see great things in you, Anton.”

I am both inspired and terrified by his pronouncement.

“So much so…” He pulls the ring from his finger. “That I want you to have this.”

He puts the ring in the palm of my hand. I feel the heavy weight of it and look down to see the gold band with the symbol of the dragon etched in black stone. It is something I have admired since I was a boy. I know it has been passed down in the family for generations.

I shake my head as I stare at it, afraid to tell him the truth. “I can’t accept this, Grandfather. I’m not worthy.”

“You are wrong.”

The confidence with which he says it stirs something in my soul.

“Wear it and remember where you come from. We are Durovs, proud defenders of the Motherland.”

For the first time since I was born, I feel proud of my bloodline as I slide the ring onto my finger.

Grandfather sits back in his chair, looking at me with pride.

I am not used to such treatment and take a drink of my cognac to hide how uncomfortable it makes me.

He sips his and then asks, “What are your plans for the future?”

“I have yet to decide. I have no interest in becoming a lawyer and zero talent as a doctor. Unfortunately for me, there is no money in bare-fisted boxing.”

He chuckles. “You are impressive, though.”

My jaw drops. “You’ve seen me?”

He nods. “They call you the Silencer, I believe.”

A slow grin plays on my lips.

He holds his glass up to me. “I trust a man who can take down any opponent he faces but keeps it in the ring.”

I nod and take another drink before telling him, “While I may be undecided about my career, there is one thing I am certain of.”

Grandfather leans forward in interest. “What’s that?”

“Tatianna.”

He nods. “Ah…your friend Titov’s sister.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You know of her?”

“I told you, Anton. I know everything about you.”

I have to assume that also means he knows about my popularity in the dungeons of Moscow. I smile, taking another sip of my drink. “I am going to marry her.”

Instead of bringing up my young age, he asks me why as if he is truly interested in hearing my answer.

Leaning forward with my elbows resting on my knees. I meet his frank question with an equally frank answer. “Tatianna is my soulmate. My future is with her.”

“Those are strong words, Anton.”

I lean back when I answer, “It’s the truth.”

He nods. “If that is how you feel, there’s no reason to wait.”

I can’t hide my surprise.

“It was no different with me,” he explains. “I knew our souls were matched when I met Irina.”

I smile, suddenly imagining my stoic grandfather as a punk kid trying to make a move on my future grandmother.

“When you both feel it in the marrow of your bones, you know it is a love you can trust.” He glances at the portrait of his deceased wife and says in a wistful voice, “You will need someone devoted to you in the years ahead.”

He looks back at me with profound sadness, and I suddenly realize he is still mourning her death after all these years.

I’m moved by his open grief. I know that my grandmother died when I was a young boy. I never heard the details about her death. However, my grandfather became a recluse after she passed.

He finishes his cognac, then tells me, “When you propose to Tatianna, know you will have my blessing.”

I look at him suspiciously. “Did you have her followed, too?”

“Naturally,” he states without shame. “She comes from a good, hardworking family, just like your mother.”

I can’t explain it, but hearing him compliment my choice in a wife touches my heart and I am honored by it.

My grandfather stands up abruptly. “Shall we join the others?”

Instead of the study, he leads me to the formal dining room. It is ostentatiously decorated with gold accents, impressive chandeliers, a marble fireplace, and priceless paintings on the walls. The elaborate table setting matches the room’s splendor.

One of the servants leads my family in.

By the flushed face of my father, I can tell he’s still seething. “What’s the meaning of keeping us waiting?”

Grandfather ignores him and takes my mother’s hand to kiss it. “You have raised an exceptional son.”

My mother smiles, glances at me, and then looks at her four other boys. “They are all exceptional in their own right. Thank you for your kind words.”

My grandfather pulls out the chair next to the head of the table and tells her, “Please sit.”

While my mother takes a seat, my father walks to the chair on the opposite side of the table.

“You will sit there,” my grandfather informs him, pointing to a middle seat.

My father’s eyes narrow and he looks as if he’s about to protest, but the moment my grandfather locks eyes with him, my father bows his head and moves down without a word.

“Anton, you will sit here,” Grandfather tells me, indicating the seat beside him.

He is playing quite the power game with my father, and I wonder at the reason behind it.

“Please, sit,” Grandfather tells my brothers.

As they all sit, I glance at my mother with a sheepish grin on my face. I am enjoying the change in dynamics.

Grandfather takes his seat at the head of the table and tells us, “I have asked my servants to prepare a lavish meal for you tonight.”

“What is the occasion, Grandfather?” my brother Vlad asks, hoping to curry favor with him.

“I want to make a toast.”

The servants quickly pass out shots of vodka to each member of the family, including Pavel.

Grandfather stops my younger brother when he goes to pick up the glass. “Wait.” He turns to my mother and asks, “I assume it’s all right if he toasts with us?”

“Of course, it is,” my father states. “He’s Russian!”

My grandfather doesn’t even turn his head in my father’s direction and continues, “I know he is still young.”

Mamulya glances at Pavel and then smiles at my grandfather. “Vladimir and I both agree there is no harm in one shot for this special occasion.”

With permission given, Pavel immediately grabs his glass and grins at his brothers.

My father huffs, obviously unhappy at being ignored by my grandfather.

Grandfather stands and raises his glass to us all. “Here’s to the Durov family line. May it continue to be a shining beacon to the rest of the world far into the future.”

I toss my glass back and take in the fine vodka, chuckling when I hear my younger brother coughing.

“Amateur,” my brother Andrev scoffs.

As soon as my grandfather sits, the servants bring out the starter, giving each of us a plate of the finest Beluga caviar with blinis on the side.

I have never tasted it before, and I am excited to try it. Before I have a chance, I hear sounds of pleasure as my brothers take their first bite.

I decide to taste a spoonful on its own first, wanting to fully appreciate its unique flavor. The large eggs break on my tongue, melting like butter, as I savor the multiple notes of the sea. It is truly a decadent dish and I am grateful for the opportunity to indulge in it.

The first dish is served—a soup called Botvinya. The bowl is filled with broth and accompanied by two side dishes, one of poached salmon and the other ice. It is a labor-intensive dish and a rare treat.

My mother enjoys the challenge of the dish and, if I’m honest, hers tastes far better. Still, it is a fine soup and all of us boys eat it with gusto.

Once our plates have been cleared, the second course is served. Instead of one dish, however, they bring out several. An army of servants fills the table with a variety of impressive dishes—large Kamchatka crab, an artfully molded kholodets, an oven-cooked suckling pig, and a magnificent centerpiece of sturgeon cooked whole and beautifully decorated with vegetables and sauces.

This is a meal fit for a tsar!

My brothers talk excitedly as one of the servants serves up the first plate and takes it to my grandfather. He surprises us all when he insists that I be served first.

The entire room quiets as the servant places it in front of me.

Unused to such attention, I muttered a humble, “Thank you, Grandfather.”

I glance at my mother.

Instead of an expression of anger or shock that I see on the faces of my father and brothers, Mamulya looks at me with pride.

It fills me with confidence as I wait for the others to be served.

As we eat in silence, I can feel the simmering anger of my father, but it only serves to make my appetite greater. I am determined to enjoy every culinary masterpiece on this table.

When my grandfather turns to ask my mother a question, I hear the clank of a fork dropping onto a plate.

I look up to see my father staring hard at the ring on my finger.

“You gave it to him?” he roars, glaring at his father.

My grandfather tilts his head. “Would you prefer I give it to your sister, Vladimir?”

My father doesn’t answer, grumbling to himself as he picks up his fork and begins stabbing at his meat.

My four brothers look at me and then at each other, confused by my father’s sudden outburst.

“You are a spiteful man,” my father snarls, shoving a piece of fish into his mouth.

“And you are still an unrefined boy.”

Grandfather’s words hang in the air. None of us moves as we wait for our father to explode with rage.

His face turns bright red, and the veins pulse on his forehead and neck as his anger builds.

I notice my mother quietly put down her utensils and look at her husband in concern.

“There is no reason to pout, Vladimir. You have five healthy sons,” my grandfather states, taking an unhurried bite of his kholodets.

“And you’ve always compared me to my brother’s ghost,” my father hisses, looking down at his plate.

“Untrue. I have been fair with you, judging you solely by your actions.”

“Liar!” my father shouts, then suddenly cowers as he looks down at his plate in shame.

None of us knows what to make of my father’s strange outburst, but I slide my hand under the table and play with the ring on my finger, suspecting it has everything to do with it.

“Rather than ruin this auspicious occasion, act like the leader of your household and allow your family to enjoy this fine meal.”

My father stares at me with a hatred so deep, I am unprepared for the intensity of it.

Grandfather puts his hand on my shoulder as his gaze travels from me to my four brothers. “The future of the Durov legacy is here in this room.”

He zeros in on my father. “I expect you to guide all of your sons well, my son.” He picks up a goblet and takes a sip before adding, “If I learn differently, there will be consequences.”

With that unspoken threat, I feel my father’s palpable glare lifts from me. He knows that Grandfather is a powerful man and does not make idle threats—even against his own kin.

My father looks him in the eye. “My sons are in good hands, Father. Have you not heard? Anton is well known for his sadistic tendencies.” He snorts. “Many say he takes after me.”

Bile rises in my throat when I hear my father compare me to him, and then I hear snickers from my brothers.

This is my father’s futile attempt to humiliate and discredit me. He is unaware that my grandfather already knows about my kinky bent.

“They would be wrong, Vladimir,” my grandfather states quietly, taking another sip from his goblet. “He is nothing like you.”

That simple statement sends chills down my spine. To be accepted fully for who I am, and then to be defended by a man I admire? It affects me in such a fundamental way, I am unprepared for it.

It’s surreal to sit here and feel like the chosen one when all I have ever known is humiliation and pain.

I bend a huge leg off the Kamchatka crab and appreciate the loud sound as it breaks. Pulling out the meat, I use the hand with the ring to dip it in the butter and look at my father as I eat it.

As I enjoy the rest of the extravagant meal, I feel an untapped power surging inside me. I am no longer my father’s whipping boy.

I am a man of intelligence, strength, and passion.

Watch out, world. Anton Durov is coming for you…
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The next day, I went to a popular tattoo shop to get a large tattoo of the family crest’s dragon on my left shoulder. I wanted its fierce mouth to face toward my heart so it could continually breathe its truth into me.

However, I made a slight but significant change.

I insisted the artist ink the dragon a dark red. Remembering what my grandfather said about the meaning of the color, I wanted my dragon to represent strength, not sacrifice.

A true artist, he tattooed freehand, perfectly capturing the fierceness of the dragon while maintaining the feel of its majestic power. Hours later, after he finished, I stood up and looked in the mirror. Staring at my reflection, I understood my life was starting down a radically different path, and I couldn’t wait to begin the journey.

My tattoo has been a blessing and a curse since.

In the beginning, I relied on the fierce passion of the Durov lineage and was proud that I share the same blood as my ancestors. The dragon made me courageous and strong.

However, embracing my family heritage came at a high cost—higher than I was willing to pay.

Now, whenever I look at the tattoo, I see blood. What a fool I was to think that by changing the color of the dragon, I could escape my fate.

True leadership requires great sacrifice.
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I stare at the mirror, finding peace in Tatianna’s blue eyes. She remains my anchor even though she is gone from me.

“I’m going to visit my mother’s parents today,” I inform her as I shave. “I need to be with people who knew and loved her as much as I did.”

I see her look of concern and smile at her.

“I know, I know…they disowned our entire family, but they must be suffering, Tatianna. Not only from her loss, but from the guilt of their actions. I hope to bring them some peace and share our grief together.”

I stop shaving my head for a moment and confess to her, “I need that. I need to grieve with my grandparents.”

She nods, but she still looks worried.

“It will bring them comfort to know that Mamulya always talked well of them and that she never stopped loving them despite their silence.”

She smiles in understanding.

“I also want my grandparents to know my father suffered in death. It might bring them some sense of justice.”

The worried look returns in her eyes.

I laugh. “What could go wrong?”

Despite my bravado, when I arrive at my grandparents’ house, I am exceedingly nervous. I hope they can look past my resemblance to my father and see that their daughter lives within me.

Because my grandparents are complete strangers, I’ve done a little research on them before coming. I reach for the gifts I brought. I feel confident that what I have chosen will be appreciated. I was careful not to spend too much for fear of making them uncomfortable, while still spending enough to express my intention toward them.

I’m positive Mamulya would approve.

I chuckle to myself when I hesitate to knock on the door. I have never felt this anxious before. More than anything, I long to meet my grandmother in person. I’m certain I will see a spark of Mamulya in her.

After knocking, I stand and listen to my grandfather complain as he comes to answer the door. I smirk when I hear him say, “It better not be those kids again…”

Standing a little straighter, I wait as the door swings open.

The moment my grandfather sees me, his face crinkles into a scowl.

I understand it. I take after my father.

Transferring the packages to one arm, I hold out my hand to him. “Hello, I’m Anton, your daughter’s son—”

“I know who you are…” he spits. “You’re the devil’s spawn.”

I stand there in shock, not knowing what to say or how to react.

I realize now that this was my greatest fear.

I fight through it and tell him, “My mother—”

“Is dead.”

My mouth goes dry. Hearing him say it out loud cuts me like a knife.

“I warned her not to get involved with your father. I always knew it would end this way, but would she listen?”

“I’m devastated by her death,” I choke out.

He snarls. “Just looking at you makes me sick.”

From back in the house, I hear a woman’s voice and know it must be my grandmother because her voice reminds me of Mamulya’s.

“Michail, is everything okay?”

He turns his head and calls out, “Yes, my love. This doesn’t concern you.” He then looks back at me and glares. In a low, ominous tone, he tells me, “Don’t ever come here again. Your father is a monster and I can smell the Durov taint on you.”

After he slams the door in my face, I stand there, stunned, unable to move.

His rejection hits me hard as a tidal wave of sorrow crashes over me.

I came here to mourn my mother’s death with my grandparents. Instead, I feel as devastated as the day she died in my arms.

After several minutes, the sound of a crow cawing on a fence post nearby brings me back to reality.

I drop the gifts where I stand and turn to leave. Instead of anger, I feel an immense loss.

I miss you, Mamulya…

I take in a deep breath as I walk to the vehicle and get in without a word to Titov.

The entire drive back, I stare out the window, soaking in my grandfather’s words. He is not wrong. The taint of my father does flow in my veins.

No matter what I do in this life, I can never escape that fact.

Ice courses through my veins knowing that there is a risk I could spawn another monster—this is true for any of my brothers.

We could prevent history from repeating itself, but I know my brothers would never make that sacrifice. The need to procreate and live on through their children is greater than the knowledge that they could birth evil into the world.

I roll down the window and spit, rage boiling inside me.

My grandparents have every right to hate my father. He murdered their only daughter and they know it—even though the police report claimed she was killed during a break-in.

My father hired the assassin I have yet to find. But at least I know my father lies in the cold ground where he belongs.

I hope the flames of hell consume him for eternity.

Staring out the window, I swallow down the tightness in my throat. I blink back tears of rejection as I watch a family with two young children walking down the street together.

I make a vow to myself never to have kids. I refuse to be the one who passes on the genetics that created my father.

His cruelty and greed have utterly destroyed my world.

The mood in the car is somber on the long drive back, and I catch Titov looking at me with concern.

“I’m fine,” I snarl.

As we pull up to the mansion, I feel a pit in my stomach. I want nothing to do with this place.

I refuse to be defined by those who reject me.

“Igor, turn the car around. We’re heading back out.”

I know what I need right now and tell Titov. “Call the Pravda. Tell them I’m coming with all of my friends.”

“How many should I say to expect?”

I smirk. “A lot.”

I pull out my phone and go through my contact list, calling all of my friends who live in the Moscow area, including my fighting buddies and my BDSM family. “Feel free to bring a friend or two. I plan to party big tonight.”

On the drive to the club, I take off my jacket and undo my tie, tossing them on the seat. Then I roll up my sleeves and undo several buttons of my shirt. I lie back and sigh.

I’m beginning to feel more like myself.

A night drinking with my compatriots is exactly what I need after such a disastrous reunion with my mother’s father—I can no longer think of him as my grandfather.

On a whim, I call Thane and joke, “Moy droog, I am headed to Pravda right now. Want to join me?”

He laughs. “Sure, let me jump in a transporter and meet you there.”

“It is a shame you live so far away.”

“Agreed. How are you holding up?”

My voice catches for a second. “Doing well, comrade. How about you?”

“Working hard.”

I chuckle. “You’re such a peasant.”

“Dick.”

I look down at my crotch and grin. “I plan to use mine tonight. How about you?”

“Unfortunately, I have to burn the midnight oil at the office tonight.”

“You need to get a life, brother. All work and no play makes Thane a complete bore.”

“You’re such a fucking aristocrat, you know that?” He laughs into the phone. “I highly recommend you get a job. You’d be surprised how good feeling productive can be and you’ll enjoy your time off that much more.”

“You do have a point, peasant.”

“You love throwing that word around, don’t you?”

“Da. It pleases me.”

Thane chuckles. “Well, it’s ten in the morning here and this peasant has to get back at it. Trust me, I’ll be thinking about my annoying friend partying his ass off while I work for my money.”

I smile, profoundly grateful for our brotherhood. It grounds me.

“I’ll make a toast in your honor, moy droog.”

“Do me a favor.”

“Anything.”

“Say something nice when you do.”

I laugh as I hang up the phone.

“Igor. Titov. Send for reinforcements. You two are getting the night off so you can party with me.”
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I hear the hard base of the rave music as I get out of the car. There is something primal and addictive about the sound. It reverberates through my body and my spirits start to lift as we enter the building.

Slapping Titov hard on the back, I ask, “Are you ready to have some fun?”

He shakes his head. “You’re crazy, Anton.”

Hearing him say my name instantly makes me think of my mother. She was the one who chose that name. It makes my heart ache to think of her, and that’s not what I need right now.

I lean toward Titov. “Don’t call me by my given name again. It is reserved for my mother and she is gone now.”

He looks at me in confusion but answers. “Yes, gospodin.”

I clap him on the back again, forcing a smile. “This is the beginning of a new chapter. Let’s celebrate!”

After the bartender pours the club’s best vodka for me and my entourage, I hand a glass to Titov. “Tell the DJ to pause the music for a moment. I want to make a toast.”

The instant the music stops, people look around, wondering what’s happening. I stand on the bar and address the huge crowd. “I am glad you all came to celebrate with me tonight. In a world of uncertainty, there are two things you can count on—death and vodka.”

They shout their agreement.

“In honor of that, drinks are on me tonight. Enjoy!”

A huge cheer rises up as the servers start passing out shots to everyone. I look at Titov, raise my glass and throw it back.

Tonight is not a night for sadness; it is a new beginning. Just like a caterpillar, I must discard my old body and embrace the new form of a moth.

I nod to the DJ and the music starts up again.

I ask for another round for my entourage. “A toast for Thane Davis, who cannot be with us tonight. I would not be here without him.”

They hold up their glasses and we down the shots together.

“Now, go out and party.”

I walk out to the dance floor and notice the girl with the long hair that I scened with at the dungeon. She’s dancing with girlfriends and immediately bows her head when I walk up.

“Shall we dance?” I ask.

“I would be honored, Rytsar.”

I lean in. “Tonight we’re just a vanilla couple meeting on the dance floor. No protocols.”

Her eyes sparkle as she readily meets my gaze. “Yes, Rytsar.”

I graze her lips with my fingers. “No need to answer my command.”

As we dance, I look her over with appreciation. Her moves are graceful and she has a playful energy about her. Something about it reminds me of Tatianna.

When I see Alexei in the crowd, I excuse myself and walk over to him.

He breaks into a grin as I walk up. “What’s going on, Silencer? Everyone is talking about you tonight!”

I shrug. “Not much. Received some inheritance and decided to share it by throwing a party with my friends.”

“I’ve never been happier to call you a friend.” He looks over the dance floor. “The women here are hot.”

“I wish you luck. But remember these women are my friends, too. You better treat them right.”

He looks at me in shock and holds his hands up. “I’m always kind to the ladies.”

“Want to do a shot before you head out to the dance floor?”

“Always!”

My friends surround me and it feels unbelievably good.

I make the traditional Russian toast “Za tvajo zdarovje!” as I down shots throughout the evening.

When I move to the dance floor again, a circle of beautiful women gather around me and begin to dance. I turn in place so I face each one as we dance.

I give in to the electronic sound of the music, letting its beat course through me. I have never felt so alive and charged to take on whatever lies ahead.
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I wake up in expensive sheets. I turn over slowly to see that kroshka is lying naked beside me. I have to assume we had a wild night together, though I remember nothing about it.

Looking around the room, I realize I am in an upper-class hotel but have no idea how I got here.

Quietly getting out of bed, my head starts to pound. I slip on my pants, grab my wallet, and locate my cell phone.

I leave the room and see one of my men standing guard. It’s strange to think that this is my life now.

“Stay here and guard my guest.”

“Yes, gospodin.”

I immediately call Titov. “Where are you?”

“In the lobby, waiting for you.”

A woman walks past me, looking me up and down as she stares at my bare chest and feet then frowns at me with disdain.

Dear God, don’t ever let me get that judgmental.

I head to the elevator and nod to the bellhop as we go down. I’m impressed by his extravagant uniform and realize this place must be one of the most expensive hotels in Moscow.

Even the music in the elevator is high class—a classical piece by the famous Russian composer Pyotr Tchaikovsky. I enjoy his music, and it saddens me to know that he was sentenced to suicide imposed in a “court of honor” by his fellow alumni. Such great talent lost for something as trivial as his sexual orientation. While many condemned him, I only know him through his music and he was a musical genius. Tragically, he died under such horrific circumstances, and yet his music remains beloved by millions worldwide.

When I exit the elevator, I find Titov waiting for me. He directs me to a table that has already been laid out with food. Several patrons give me the once over for my state of undress, but I ignore them, suddenly realizing how hungry I am.

I grab a blini from the platter, eating it plain.

I’m surprised to see Alexei walk by with a girl wrapped around his arm. “Thank you, Silencer,” he says gratefully.

I nod to him, then turn to Titov. “What happened last night?”

“When the club closed, you didn’t want the party to end and insisted that everyone spend the night here.”

“Everyone?”

“You were very insistent.”

I smirk as I sit back in my seat, looking over the foyer with its giant crystal chandelier. “Well, I must say I have good taste.”

“Only the best,” he chuckles. “You have over four hundred very grateful people to vouch for it.”

“That many?”

Titov nods.

I hold out the platter to him. “Eat.”

When he protests, I raise an eyebrow.

He dutifully takes an elaborate buterbrod from the platter.

“I noticed that I have a girl in my room,” I state casually as I watch him eat.

“Yes, the two of you hit it off exceptionally well last night,” he tells me before taking another bite of the buterbrod.

I frown. “I don’t remember anything after dancing on the bar.”

“Would you like a rundown?”

“Absolutely.”

“First, you challenged several people to arm wrestling.”

“Did I win?”

“Yes, until Goncharov. It wasn’t even a contest, but you insisted he try to beat you again.”

“Did he?”

“Easily.”

I grin. “I don’t like to lose.”

“You don’t, but you did three more times before he called it a draw.”

I laugh out loud. “Goncharov is a good man.”

“You then challenged people to a drinking game, insisting on the version of Russian Roulette similar to the shell game.”

I chuckle. “No wonder I don’t remember a thing. Tell me, did I drink everyone under the table?”

“You did.”

I slam my hand down on the table. “Because nobody outdrinks a Durov!”

“I know. Which is why I refused to play.”

I smile at him proudly. “That is why you are my right-hand man.”

I’m satisfied with his answers, but I glance at the elevator in concern. “I need to check on kroshka. Tell the men to get ready to leave, but not until you finish your meal.”

“What about you? You’ve hardly touched it.”

“I don’t need to eat. I’m high on life, Titov!” I laugh as I head to the elevator.

I ask the bellmen to send a breakfast up to my room for kroshka and slip him some bills. When I arrive at my room, I realize I don’t have a key.

I chuckle when the man guarding my door uses a spare key to open it for me.

“Appreciated.”

He nods, a slight smile on his face.

Kroshka’s eyes light up the instant she sees me. “I was afraid you weren’t coming back.”

I cup her chin in my hand. “I never leave a woman in my bed without a proper goodbye.”

When I kiss her, I am unsettled by the look she gives me. I have a bad feeling that last night may have been more than a satisfying romp.

“I am going to clean up. Your breakfast should be arriving soon.”

I jump in the shower, hoping I’m wrong. I don’t normally bed a woman after a night of heavy drinking. It’s disconcerting not to recall what happened between us.

After I towel off, I return to the room and find her breakfast has arrived. She immediately stands up and fixes her gaze to the floor.

“Please, sit down and eat,” I tell her gently as I gather my clothes. Once dressed, I join her at the table.

“How are you this morning?”

She smiles. “Wonderful!”

I chuckle uncomfortably and admit, “I don’t remember what happened last night.”

I can see a flash of hurt in her eyes, but she tells me, “I never knew how gentle you could be…”

Her voice is full of such adoration, I hesitate to ask, “Did I say anything of consequence last night?”

She blushes. “You called me vorobyshek.”

My heart aches when I hear that I called her by Tatianna’s pet name. “That was wrong of me.”

She laughs lightly. “Why? I thought it was sweet.”

I hate to speak of my past but realize I must. “That name belongs to my soulmate.” My voice catches when I add, “…she is no longer with us.”

Kroshka looks at me sadly. “I had no idea.”

I shake my head. “I prefer not to speak of it because the pain of losing her never leaves me.”

When kroshka reaches out to me, I instinctively pull away.

“I am sorry. I never meant to put you in that position last night.”

She looks at me with sympathy. “It’s okay.”

“No, it is not.” I stand up and begin pacing, my heart suddenly thrown into turmoil.

“May I speak?” she asks softly.

I stop and turn to face her, nodding because I cannot trust myself to talk.

“You are a man of great passion. I find that extremely attractive about you. I am honored that I was able to act as a comfort for you.”

I shake my head when I see the look of love in her eyes and explain, “You don’t understand. I can never love another.”

She rises from the chair and kneels on the floor, holding out her hands, palms up. “I offer myself to you freely, Rytsar. You do not need to love me.”

Her offer tears at my heart.

I take her hand and help her to her feet. “I am no good for anyone. I will only end up breaking your heart.”

“I am willing to have it broken.”

Her willingness sends a chill through me.

I brush away a lock of long black hair from her face and look deep into her eyes. “But I respect you too much to ever do such a thing.”
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Now that I have acquired a top security team, I make my first move against the Bratva. Knowing money speaks louder than words, I give a public statement about how I am funding a special police task force dedicated to stopping human trafficking in Russia.

During the press meeting, I look directly into the camera when I declare, “Underground slavery must end once and for all. I will be funding an elite task force dedicated to catching the maggots behind this inhuman practice. We will not stop until they are behind bars and slavery is eliminated from our society. No one is safe from my team’s scrutiny.”

The warning shot has been fired…

I am grateful this action, along with the rescue of the girl, has brought the issue to the forefront of people’s minds. With concentrated effort, I hope to keep it there.

I’m prepared for pushback from the Bratva, and am ready for an attack.

However, I have no idea of the ripples of change I have just created and am caught off guard when one of my servants enters my office and announces, “Gospodin, there is a young woman who would like to speak with you.”

I frown. Countless women have hit me up since word of my inheritance started circulating. “Tell her I am not interested in speaking with anyone.”

He clears his throat. “She has a special request.”

I growl in frustration. “I have no time for interruptions. Send her away.”

When he refuses to budge, I glare at the man. “What is it?”

“I believe you will want to speak with her, gospodin.”

“Who is she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why all this mystery?” I growl at him.

He states quietly, “I know you will not turn her away.”

Frustrated with his answers, I snarl. “Fine. Bring her in.”

“She refuses to enter.”

I am about to take the man’s head off, but take a couple of deep breaths instead, and ask through gritted teeth, “Why?”

“She says she is unclean, gospodin.”

Suddenly, my entire perspective changes. “Where is she?”

“The servants’ entrance.”

“Stay here,” I order, leaving to answer the door myself.

What I see breaks my heart.

The young woman standing on the porch is all skin and bones, with tattered clothes and unkempt hair.

I feel overwhelming compassion for her. “What’s your name?”

She scratches her head, literally shaking when she answers in a frightened voice, “Vosem’.”

The number eight…

Her answer crushes me, because I know slavers often dehumanize their victims by giving them a number to replace their name.

I immediately beckon her to come inside.

“No…I’m unclean.” She steps back, scratching her head again.

“Come in out of the cold,” I command warmly, gesturing to her to enter.

She hesitates for a moment but follows me inside. I tell a servant to bring us food as I lead her to a private room.

“Please sit.”

She shakes her head, looking upset. “No. I will dirty it.”

I place my hand over my heart. “You are a guest in my home. Please sit.”

She does so reluctantly, sitting on the very edge of the seat. She swipes her nose as her gaze darts around the room.

“What do you need?”

The girl glances at the door, suddenly looking scared and it seems like she might run.

I say nothing, afraid if I break the silence, she will bolt out the door.

“I saw you…” she begins in a meek voice. When the girl looks up and meets my gaze, I notice her eyes are dilated. I’m unsure if it’s only from fear.

“Where?”

“In the papers.” Her lips tremble, but then she says in a hopeful voice, “You rescued that girl.”

I nod. “She is safe.”

She clasps her hands together nervously, her whole body visibly shaking.

“How can I help you?”

The girl instantly tenses when a servant knocks on the doorframe before entering with a tray of food.

I get up and take the tray, silently sending the servant out of the room.

Laying it on the side table next to her, I pour us both of a glass of hot tea and hand a cup to her.

My heart constricts when I see just how skeletal her hand is as she takes it. It’s so reminiscent of Tatianna’s condition when we found her.

After I sip the tea, I pick up a sandwich and take a bite.

I hear her stomach growl and watch as she hesitantly reaches for one. I notice the tracks of needle marks on her arm and the hairs on my neck rise.

Staying calm, I ask, “What happened to you?”

She looks at me for a moment, then puts the sandwich down and lowers her eyes, her bottom lip quivering. “They hurt me.”

Goosebumps rise on my skin, and my protective instincts take over. “You are safe here. No one will hurt you, but you need to see a doctor.”

The color drains from her face and she looks as if she might faint. “Zuyev will find me!” she cries in a terrified voice.

“I can send for a doctor. You don’t have to leave this place,” I assure her.

The girl looks at me with frightened eyes but nods. I now know her pupils are dilated because she is suffering from withdrawal. I pull out my phone and call my physician, asking him to send a female doctor for the house call.

I glance at the girl as I speak to him. She stares at me like a scared rabbit.

Understanding the girl needs sustenance, I hold up my sandwich and smile. “Might as well eat while we wait.”

I take an unhurried bite and wink at her while I chew, acting as if this is completely normal.

After several moments, she picks up her sandwich and begins nibbling on it.

I have no idea what this young woman has been through, but I admire her courage in coming here to seek help. Rather than pepper her with questions, I focus my efforts on getting her to eat.

Questions can wait.

When Dr. Morozova arrives, I get up to leave the room so she can perform the examination.

“Please don’t go,” the girl cries as I start toward the door.

I glance at Dr. Morozova.

I feel uncomfortable remaining in the room. However, I don’t want the girl to feel abandoned and promise her, “I will be right outside the door if you need me.”

I close the door and stand there for over an hour.

When Dr. Morozova opens it again, the girl’s tearstained face concerns me. She nods to the girl and gives her a reassuring smile before shutting the door.

“How is she?”

“I was able to get her parent’s number and am going to call them. I’ll speak to you afterward.”

She leaves to make the call but returns minutes later with a distressed expression on her face.

“What’s wrong?”

She looks at me in despair. “Her parents want nothing to do with her.”

“What?” I growl, unable to fathom it.

“The father mumbled something about her being tainted now.”

I snarl. “How can the man have such a callous heart?”

Dr. Morozova frowns. “Some families cannot bear the shame of rape.”

“Shame? The girl has done nothing wrong!”

Dr. Morozova glances at the door, stating, “Unfortunately, they refuse to take her back.”

I close my eyes, rage churning inside me.

“I’ll make calls to locate a family who can take her in temporarily until they can find a more permanent residence,” she assures me. “But Lada has immediate health concerns and will need psychological care.”

I remember taking all these steps after rescuing Tatianna. Being welcomed back into the loving bosom of her family wasn’t enough to save her—and this girl doesn’t even have that.

I couldn’t bear it if this child becomes another statistic, so I inform the doctor, “I will pay for all of her medical needs.”

“It can take years to recover in cases like this,” she warns me.

“I’ll consider it money well spent.”

I open the door to check on Lada and almost hit the girl, who’s been leaning against it.

“They don’t want me…?” she whimpers.

The look of pain in her eyes cuts me like a knife.

Dr. Morozova explains to Lada that she will be taking her to get help but the girl runs to me. Wrapping her thin arms around me tightly, she cries, “Don’t let her take me. I don’t want to die.”

“You’re not going to die, Lada. Dr. Morozova is taking you someplace safe to recover.”

“Please don’t let her take me!” she whimpers.

I look at Dr. Morozova, unsure of what to do.

She gives me a sympathetic look as she puts her arms around the girl. “Come with me, Lada. I promise you’ll be safe, and we will get you the help you need.”

Dr. Morozova tries unsuccessfully to pull the girl from me, but Lada clings to me with all of her strength and starts weeping.

Dr. Morozova looks at me in distress. “I’ll need your help, Mr. Durov.”

“It’ll be okay,” I assure Lada as I attempt to pry her arms gently from me, but she only tightens her grip.

“Please don’t make me leave. I don’t want to die.”

Her words stab me in the heart.

I feel conflicted as I finally pull her from me and Dr. Morozova starts leading her toward the door.

The girl holds out an outstretched hand to me, begging, “Please…I don’t want to die!”

She starts screaming hysterically as she’s led down the hallway.

The sound of her cries claws at my soul. I don’t know what she is afraid of, but I can’t ignore her call for help. “Stop!”

Dr. Morozova turns around, beads of sweat rolling down her face as she struggles to keep hold of the girl.

“Lada can stay. I will make the appropriate arrangements.”

“Are you sure?”

I nod.

The moment the doctor lets go, Lada makes a beeline for me and crashes against my body. The poor thing is trembling like a leaf.

Dr. Morozova looks at her with compassion and tells me, “I need to talk with you alone before I leave, Mr. Durov.”

I take the girl back to the room and hand her a pastry. “Eat this while I speak with the doctor.”

She wipes the tears from her eyes before taking the pastry from me.

When I rejoin Dr. Morozova, she explains, “Lada is suffering from heroin withdrawals. I will send a nurse to support her. In the meantime, she’ll need to be treated for lice. I suspect she may have an STD but must wait until the results come back before we can begin medical treatment. Until then, Lada must get plenty of fluids and rest.”

“I will see to it. Thank you, Doctor.”

While one of my servants escorts Dr. Morozova out, I return to the girl. “A nurse will be coming to help you recover.”

She looks up at me, tears welling in her eyes.

“It’s going to be okay,” I assure her.

“But, the doctor told me I have lice.” She touches her matted hair as the tears start to fall. “I’m sorry.”

I chuckle, running my hand over my bald head. “It’s not a problem for me.”

I see the barest of smiles. It gives me hope for her future.

While she nibbles at her pastry, I pull out my phone and call Titov, who is currently out running an errand. “I need you to return. Something has come up…”
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Hours later, after Lada has been cleaned, fed, and pampered by my staff, she lies resting in a room in the east wing.

I sigh heavily as I sit down next to Titov. “I woke up this morning with no idea who Lada Belova was…until she showed up on my doorstep.”

“She was brave to come to you.”

I look at him sadly. “You should have seen her, Titov. So much like Tatianna, it was almost like seeing a ghost.”

“But she isn’t a ghost. She’s still living.”

I shudder, still haunted by the morning’s events. “Oh, God, if you could have heard her screaming as the doctor tried to take her away. I have never heard such terror. It chilled me to the bone…”

Titov looks at me knowingly. “It was not Tatianna you heard. Erase that from your mind.”

I fight back the tears when he voices my inner thoughts.

“Tatianna died knowing she was loved,” Titov assures me. “Whatever happened before, she died knowing she was loved.”

I nod, unable to speak.

“This girl came to you because she knew you would help.”

My voice cracks when I tell him, “There are so many out there like her, Titov.”

He nods gravely.

I close my eyes, remembering the day I lost Tatianna. The yellow flowers, the floor covered in crimson…her lifeless eyes…

I choke out, “I don’t want anyone else to die.”

Titov sobs, “I know.”

We sit there in silence, reliving her death in our own private hells.

I take a deep breath, thinking back on something Lada said when she first arrived.

“Titov…”

He looks at me with red-rimmed eyes. “What, gospodin?”

“Is there someone of note in the Bratva named Zuyev?”

He nods. “The name does sound familiar.”

“Depending on what I find out about him, I may need to pay him a visit.”

“Yes, gospodin.”

I look around the expansive room with a feeling of disgust. So much wasted space…

I do not feel at home here, and I am starting to feel like a rat in a cage.

Thinking about Lada, an idea strikes me. “Lada needs extensive care—anyone would after what she’s been through. What if we convert the east wing into a refuge for victims? It could act as a safe haven while they recover, and they would be surrounded by the best medical and psychological staff to aid their recovery.”

Titov sits up in his chair. “Go on.”

“I won’t be the one to run it, of course. It’s important we hire someone to lead this endeavor who has experience dealing successfully with the challenges these victims face. But they must also have an impeccable reputation. With so many broken girls, it’s imperative we ensure a safe environment to protect their wellbeing.”

“Agreed, gospodin.”

“These girls will need twenty-four seven care, so we would need to house the nursing staff, as well.”

“But where would you live?”

“I’ll move to an apartment. I’ve been eyeing the new International Business Center. I hear it’s a good mix of residential, business, and entertainment. I think it would be good to be closer to the action.”

“Are you sure you want to take all this on?” Titov asks with concern.

“You didn’t hear her screams, Titov. I will never forget those screams until the day I die.”

Now that I have a plan of action, I can finally breathe again.

I excuse myself and walk through the empty mansion with a growing sense of peace. This place holds a mixture of sweet and bitter memories for me. Despite everything that has happened, I still feel Mamulya’s presence in this place.

Using the mansion in this way will not only honor my mother’s gentle spirit but Tatianna’s, as well.

I wander out into the night. Looking up at the stars, I think of them both.

Kissing two fingertips, I hold them up to the heavens.
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Lada asks if she can join me for breakfast the next day.

The girl looks like a different person with her brown hair cut and styled and a good night’s sleep.

I stand up when she enters the room. “You look rested.”

She smiles slightly.

I point to the chair beside me at the table. “Please have a seat.”

I nod to my servant, who leaves to get another table setting.

“How are you feeling, Lada?”

She meets my gaze with those round, tortured eyes and says only one word. “Safe.”

The profound weight of that simple word hits me and I struggle to keep my emotions in check. “Good.”

The servant returns and places the setting in front of her.

I notice the queasy look on her face and tell her, “Start small.”

After pouring her a cup of tea, I butter a piece of black bread and place it on her plate.

I slather butter on another piece and take a bite. “Nothing like warm bread in the morning.”

She nods and takes a small bite to please me.

I know from experience that she has a long and difficult journey ahead.

“How old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

The moment I hear how young Lada is, my blood begins to burn with the need for vengeance. I take another bite of bread and chew it slowly, fighting down my rage so I don’t scare the girl.

Instead, I ask her about mundane things to keep the conversation light because I want her to continue eating.

She stops at one point and whispers, “There are others…”

The hairs on my neck rise. “I promise we will rescue them, Lada.”

“They’ll be moved because I escaped.”

“We will find them,” I assure her.

She nods, swallowing hard as she looks down at her plate.

A nurse comes in stating she needs Lada to return to her room.

I walk the girl out. “You are a warrior, Lada. Don’t ever forget that.”
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I tell my men to inform the police, once they locate where the other girls are being held captive.

However, I keep the knowledge of Zuyev’s involvement to myself. I am certain that if he is arrested, he will escape prosecution due to the Bratva’s nefarious connections.

I cannot allow that.

I take solace knowing there is a special place in hell for those who sell women and children for financial gain. I have no problem helping to deliver him there—but I must be patient.

I have an ally in the Bratva who may be willing to help, but I must proceed with extreme caution. One wrong move and I risk not only my life, but everyone’s around me.

That is not a risk I can take.

Instead, I turn my attention to helping Titov set up the shelter. I know, based on Tatianna’s experience, there are few resources in Moscow to assist victims, which makes our mission vitally important.

When I hear my brother Andrev insists on meeting me to discuss my plans for the mansion, I am in no mood to be civil. In fact, I’m prepared to break all ties with him when he bursts into my office.

“Why are you here?” I snarl.

“I heard a rumor that you want to turn this place into a shelter. Is that right?”

“It’s happening as we speak,” I answer unapologetically.

I expect an argument, but Andrev catches me off guard when he says, “I want to be a part of it.”

I frown, certain I’ve misheard him. “Why?”

Andrev pulls a photo from his wallet. “My wife’s best friend lost her daughter when she was kidnapped walking home from school. They found her in St. Petersburg months later in a sex den—dead.”

I look at the child’s smiling face. Seeing how young she is and knowing what she suffered hits me hard, and I say gruffly, “I am sorry to hear it.”

“When my wife heard what you were planning to do here, she insisted I offer my services.”

“You have no experience with such things. What service could you possibly provide?”

“I realize I am not a man of many skills, Anton,” he says, sounding insulted. “Still, I am willing to help in whatever capacity I’m needed, even if it’s manual labor.”

I burst out laughing. “You?”

He furrows his brow. “I’d like to volunteer. Surely, there is value in that?”

“Volunteer?”

I am shocked by his offer.

“Yes. It would be wrong to take money away from this endeavor. It is something Natalia and I feel strongly about.”

I never knew this side of Andrev existed, and I credit his wife Natalia for it.

“I will talk to Titov.”

Andrev snorts. “Aren’t you the man in charge? Or is it your chum from grade school running things now?”

I narrow my eyes. “Let me make this perfectly clear, Andrev. Titov is your first point of contact. If you show him any disrespect, you will be dismissed.”

“Isn’t that like looking a gift horse in the mouth?” he huffs.

“I did not ask for your help. Consider it a privilege, not a right.”

Andrev takes a deep breath before replying. Instead of throwing back his typical jab, he says, “I will do as you say.”

I frown, still not able to believe this sudden change in him. So, I tell him, “It will be menial tasks no one has time for.”

“So be it. So long as I can contribute in some way.”

“Forgive my skepticism, Andrev. But this seems very unlike you.”

Andrev points to the picture of the girl. “My daughter was best friends with this girl. She used to come to our home and stay for hours giggling as the two shared childhood secrets with each other.” Andrev pauses, looking as if he’s about to cry. “There isn’t a day that goes by when I think it could have been my daughter.”

I am moved by his admission.

“Although there is much you and I don’t agree on, Anton,” he continues. “This is one area we stand united on. It is bigger than either of us.”

“Agreed.” I hold out my hand to him and he shakes it firmly.

Titov walks in just as he is leaving.

Andrev nods to him. “Titov. I look forward to working with you.”

Titov stares at me in shock as Andrev walks out.

“My brother just offered to volunteer his time toward the project. I’m stunned, as well.”

Titov clears his throat. “Pardon me for saying this, gospodin, but he is the last of your brothers I would expect to do such a thing.”

I can’t hide my sorrow when I explain, “He has a compelling reason to do so.”

Titov bows his head, understanding what that means. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

I sit down at my desk, stunned by the unexpected encounter. I never thought a truce was possible with Andrev and I. Mamulya may have been right when she said there’d come a day when my brothers and I would come together.

If the Durov brothers were to truly band together as one, we would be an unstoppable force. But, the idea of having Andrev work with me instead of against me…?

It is a foreign concept I will need time to grow used to.

I look up at Titov. “So, what did you bring me?”

“I have found our director, gospodin,” he states proudly.

“Excellent. Tell me more.”

Titov sets a thick file on the desk. “His name is Michail Volkov. He has a PhD in Trauma Psychology and is well-respected. He also has over twelve years of experience in the field. The man has nothing on his record—not even a speeding ticket.”

I frown. “I’m unsure I trust a man who doesn’t speed from time to time.”

Titov chuckles. “You stated the director’s reputation must be impeccable.”

I look through the file, impressed by what I see. “You’ve done exceptional work, Titov. Bring him in as soon as possible so I can meet the man in person. We’ll need his input on supportive staff. Time is of the essence. We need to be ready for the influx when it comes.”

“Understood, gospodin.”

[image: * * *]

While the mansion is being transformed for its new role as a safe haven, I head off to look for an apartment. Having lived my life in the Khamovniki District, I am excited at the prospect of living in a modern apartment high above the city.

I want to surround myself with the energy and vitality that can only be found in Moskva-City. Rather than live in the past, I want to experience the vitality of Russian ingenuity and architectural design.

I am also interested in a new BDSM club called Novy Soyuz, located under one of the towers. It mixes the old with the new, and I am anxious to explore it.

I invite Titov to join me, but he declines, stating he has too much on his plate for a night out. I know the truth—he is painfully shy.

For all his bravado among the guys, when it comes to women, he completely freezes up.

I find it amusing.

Instead of dragging him to the club, I call on my old friend Alexei from the fighting ring to join me. Thus far, he has only dabbled in the lifestyle, and this seems the perfect environment to further his horizons.

The instant we enter, I smile in appreciation. With its colored lights and music playing in the background, it has a dance club vibe to it, but they’ve recreated an ancient dungeon stories under the building.

From shiny new cages with waiting submissives to hardcore restraint devices to hold them still, you have it all to choose from.

This club has a lighter atmosphere than the dungeons I’m used to in Russia. The protocol is less strict, but I like it. I walk past the cages and look at each submissive. They meet my gaze with pleading eyes, each hoping I will pick them.

I wink at them before leaving, wanting to explore the club before I make my choice.

I’m feeling in an adventurous mood tonight.

The club owner walks up to me. “It is a pleasure to have you join us tonight, Rytsar Durov.”

I shake his hand as I scan the place. “I like what you have created here.”

The owner’s eyes glint with pride. “What better way to enjoy the Motherland than to explore everything that Russia has to offer?”

“I agree.”

I nod to Alexei. “My friend is still experimenting with the lifestyle. Any suggestions for him?”

He turns to face my friend. “Which do you prefer, topping your partner or being topped?”

Alexei raises his eyebrows. “I’ve only topped before.”

The owner points to the left corner of the room. “If you would like to delve into the other side of the dynamic, there are several Dommes who would be happy to indulge you.”

Alexei looks at me for guidance.

My heart constricts as an unwanted vision of Samantha flashes in my mind. I quickly dismiss it, refusing to relive that memory.

It has no place here.

Looking at Alexei, I tell him with sincerity, “If you are curious, this seems like the perfect place to treat yourself to such an experience.”

He looks relieved, as if he’d been afraid I would judge him for it.

I’m not like many rigid Dominants I know. Going to college in America opened my eyes to the limitless varieties of kink people enjoy. However, there is one line I will never cross—consent.

I pat my friend on the back. “Go for it, Alexei. Make the most of tonight.”

As Alexei heads off to the group of Dommes, I notice they are staring at him as if he’s a tasty snack to eat.

“What about you, Rytsar Durov?” the owner asks respectfully.

“I am unsure as of yet.”

“We have plenty of experiences to choose from. You can enjoy something intense in the back of the club such as bloodsports, or something lighter like electrical play.” He points to a scene nearby.

I see the familiar purple glow of a violet wand and hear a woman’s excited moans.

He continues, “The subs are equally diverse, from curious novices to highly experienced slaves. He gestures to the entire room with pride. “It is a kinkster’s paradise.” Leaning in close, he says, “We even have a few virgins wanting to have their cherries popped on stage tonight. They’re the ones wearing the white collars.”

“Thank you. I will walk around and see what catches my eye.”

“If you should need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

I nod to him and take a stroll through the large club, turned on by the erotic scenes playing out around me, from the kinkiness of five men with one woman, a Domme dressed in latex caning her bound submissive, to a girl enjoying the rush of nipple torture.

I have come fully prepared with my tools, and I plan to test the limits of one of the more experienced subs here. Then a beauty with ashen curls catches my eye. Her full curves beg to be caressed and the white collar around her neck intrigues me.

She looks to be in her mid-thirties.

To introduce a woman who has experienced the world but has yet to taste the pleasures of intercourse? That captivates me.

She is talking to a group of submissives who don’t notice me at first. I observe her quietly, appreciating the way she unconsciously plays with her hair and giggles while her friends talk.

“Ladies.”

Zaika, a sub who has scened with me before, instantly kneels and bows low at my feet.

The other three women look at me nervously, not knowing who I am. Taking their friend’s cue, they kneel before me, too.

“You may stand.”

As they rise to their feet, I glance at the woman with the collar. “I see you are wearing white this evening.”

She touches her collar and blushes lightly. “Yes.”

“I would be honored to be your first.”

Her eyes grow wide while her friends twitter in excitement beside her.

Zaika squeaks to her friend, “You’re so lucky.”

“My name is Rytsar Durov.”

The woman glances at her friend and smiles before meeting my gaze again. “I’m Annika.”

“Tell him your sub name,” one of her friends instructs her.

Her blush deepens. “I don’t have one.”

“Are you experienced in BDSM?” I ask.

She shakes her head in answer.

I find that even more interesting. “Why would you seek to lose your virginity in this place?”

Her eyes flash with confidence. “I have guarded it for so long and never found a man worthy. I’m no longer willing to wait, but I feel it is something significant and should be celebrated. What better way than with my friends in this party environment?”

I smile. “I respect your reasoning.”

She looks me over approvingly. “Can I ask how old you are?”

“Twenty-one.”

“My, you’re young…” she says in surprise.

I smirk, tell her, “I have an old soul.”

Annika looks to her friends and grins.

They giggle excitedly.

“You should know I am a sadist.”

I see her visibly tremble.

Zaika gushes. “He’s the best!” She then looks at me. “No one can compare to Rytsar.”

I wink at her.

Annika stares at me for several moments.

“I can be gentle,” I assure her, “but I will not hold back when I claim you.”

She bites her bottom lip. “I wouldn’t want you to. I want to feel the pain when you take my virginity.”

I hold out my hand to her.

Annika looks at me excitedly, smiling as she takes my hand.

The owner must have been observing our exchange because the music suddenly pauses when he announces, “We have a virgin taking the stage!”

I grab my leather tool bag and lead her to the platform. There, two scantily dressed women take her arms and lead her up to the stage to begin undressing her.

I stay at the bottom of the stairs and watch as her body is revealed to me and everyone else who is gathering to watch.

I appreciate her round feminine curves and am hungry to caress them with my rough hands. Her mound is trimmed, the dark patch drawing attention to her pussy. Looking at it increases my desire for her virginity even more.

Once she is completely naked, the two women parade her around the stage so everyone can admire her body before I claim it. Annika sways her hips alluringly as she walks, enticing all with her confidence.

The altar in the center of the stage is covered in red velvet and adorned in gold. While one woman leads her to it, the other lays a white silk cloth across it.

They help Annika onto it and back away gracefully, kneeling on opposite sides of the stage.

While the music and dancing lights continue behind me, I mount the stairs. I take my time, knowing each second that passes as she waits for me will make the experience more pronounced for her.

I want Annika to remember every moment of this night she has waited a lifetime for.

I set my tool bag down beside the altar.

This will not be a normal scene.

Although Annika is willing to submit to my control, she is new to BDSM and I do not consider her my submissive—that must be earned.

Instead, she and I are simply partners engaging in a unique dynamic she has requested.

Although I am a man who enjoys testing a woman’s limits, I will tease Annika rather than test her.

Wanting to indulge my desire to touch her, I run my hand lightly over her skin as I walk around the altar. I want her to be familiar with my touch before I claim her with my cock.

Her gaze follows me as I move around her, and I notice the smile playing on her lips. She is secure in her decision, and I can tell by the glint in her eyes when she glances at the crowd, she enjoys having an audience to watch her.

It is an erotic experience to have a woman so turned on about losing her virginity publicly, and I feed off her sexual energy. Grabbing her throat, I kiss her possessively and the crowd erupts in cheers and whistles.

I let her go and walk to the other side, grabbing my tool bag. Taking out the horsehair flogger, I hold it up for her to see. It is an attractive little whip with a silver handle and white horsehair. Perfect for an introduction.

Her eyes widen as she stares at it.

I enjoy knowing she is untried—that everything I do is a new experience for her.

I whip the flogger in the air so she can hear its sharp sound.

The look of trepidation in her eyes pleases me. I want to keep Annika on her toes. While she is in control of the outcome tonight, I am the one who decides the path we travel to get there, and I plan to have a little fun with her.

I catch her off guard by dragging the horsehair over her skin, tickling her with it. I spend extra time with her feet since she seems to be exceedingly sensitive there. I can tell she enjoys the exquisite torture of it.

I then move up to her head and graze the whip lightly over her ample breasts.

Her nipples contract into hard buds that prove too tempting to resist. I grab her right breast in my hand and lean down to suck on her erect nipple. I keep the suction light—for now.

I continue gliding the tail of the whip over her face, tickling her lips with it. She shivers, her breaths coming faster.

With gentle strokes, I begin swishing the whip over her skin, adding to the sensual stimulation. I have purposely avoided her pussy. I know every nerve in her body is anticipating my touch there.

I want her longing for my attention until her body begs for it.

Up to now, I have used the whip like a vanilla toy, but I want to introduce her to its alluring sting.

I grasp her throat again and growl lustfully, “Are you curious about the whip’s bite?”

Looking into my eyes, she nods.

“I will give you a taste.”

I step back and flick the flogger against her thigh, smiling when she lets out a squeal of surprise. People in the crowd respond by clapping, which seems to turn her on even more.

Now that she knows its sting, I hesitate for a moment to tease her before flicking the flogger against her other thigh. I get the same enchanting squeal.

Grinning, I tell her, “I think your nipples deserve to be teased.”

She bites her bottom lip.

Annika thought she was simply going to lose her virginity tonight, but I plan to give her a taste of sensual possibilities she has never imagined.

Annika nods hesitantly.

I flick the whip against her left nipple and her loud yelp carries across the room, attracting more people.

“Again?” I ask her.

She nods, closing her eyes in anticipation.

I admire her adventurous spirit and give her what she desires, enjoying the poignant cry that escapes her lips.

I put down the flogger to caress her full breasts, rewarding her willingness by kissing and sucking her tender nipples.

She moans passionately in response, pressing her breasts against my mouth. There is nothing like awaking a woman’s body to the intense pleasure she is capable of experiencing.

As I tease and please her nipples, I can smell her excitement and know just how wet she is getting.

I kiss her deeply, then, exploring her mouth with my tongue, wanting her to taste me before I begin…

Annika lets out a soft sigh, responding eagerly to the intimate kiss.

Knowing she enjoys being watched, I spread her legs while I continue to kiss her so the others can see her state of arousal. When I pull back from the kiss, I tell her in a low voice, “Now to taste your pussy.”

She lets out a gasp as I kneel between her legs, taking in her scent before I lick her wet pussy. I graze my finger lightly over her clit before taking my first long lick.

I growl in satisfaction, enjoying the unique taste of her.

She stiffens in response, so I spread her legs farther, burying my face between her thighs as I tease her clit with my tongue.

Annika starts whimpering softly.

I pull back for a moment and open her outer lips to admire her virginal opening. “Your pussy is beautiful,” I tell her before descending on it again.

I lick and suck her clit in a rhythmic pattern, slowly building the stimulation by taking my time. I am in no hurry.

She needs to relax to give in fully to her sensual desire.

After several minutes thoroughly enjoying myself, I am rewarded when she starts moaning loudly and her pussy lightly pulses against my tongue. Although the orgasm is short-lived, it is a promising start.

I look up from between her legs. “I want you to come again, Annika.”

Flicking her swollen clit with my tongue, I slowly draw out another, more powerful, orgasm from her.

Satisfied she is ready, I stand up and undress in front of her.

Annika looks at me lustfully, opening her arms to me as I join her on the altar. I lay on top of her, wanting to savor the feel of naked flesh against flesh.

I kiss her deeply with her wetness still on my lips and feel her body tremble beneath me.

My cock aches with the need to possess Annika. I look down at her, meeting her gaze and announce, “It’s time.”

She nods, the excitement in her eyes urging me on.

I position myself to mount her and press my cock against her virginal hole using one hand. When I notice her holding her breath, I grow still and tell her to relax.

She lets out her breath slowly.

“Embrace this moment, Annika.”

Looking into my eyes, she whispers, “Yes.”

I turn her head slightly to the side and kiss her throat, slowly increasing the pressure of my teeth as I nibble her neck to find the right spot. When I feel her respond to the bite, I sink my teeth in deeper while I forcefully thrust my cock into her, claiming her virginity.

Annika’s scream fills the air.

Cheers and whistles of celebration echo throughout the club.

I release my bite and pause for a moment, letting her body adjust to the feel of my cock buried inside her.

“Oh, my God…” she murmurs.

I watch her face closely as I push deeper into her virginal depths.

I get off on the knowledge I am the first, and I have to fight off my building orgasm while I savor the incredibly tight constriction of her pussy.

With each stroke, I push my cock in even deeper, forcing her body to conform to my need. Annika responds by wrapping her arms around me and throwing her head back.

I hunger to hear her cries of passion, so I increase the power of my strokes, challenging her body.

“Yes,” she begs. “Oh, God, yes!”

I thrust harder and growl in pleasure when I feel her nails rake my back. Changing the angle, I stroke her swollen G-spot, knowing what her body desires.

The sensations are so new to her that she instinctively fights it in the beginning. But I am relentless, wanting to claim her first orgasm during intercourse, as well. When she begins thrashing her head from side to side, I know she is close.

Annika’s passionate screams fill the air and her hips start bucking when she comes for me. The moment I feel her pussy milking my cock, I can no longer resist my own need, and start pumping into her faster.

I look into her eyes as I release my seed deep within her, unaware of everyone else as we make that intimate, primal connection as man and woman.

“Wow…” she murmurs afterward, staring up at me in wonder.

“Welcome to a whole new world, Annika.”

I kiss her on the mouth before I pull out.

One of the women on the stage walks over to the altar, takes the white cloth marked with her virginal blood, and holds it up for all to see.

The crowd cheers in appreciation, congratulating Annika.

The other woman cleans me off with a wet cloth. “That was powerful to watch,” she murmurs.

I look over at Annika. “Nothing is more alluring than watching a woman come into her own.”

“Yes,” she agrees, smiling up at me.

The woman leaves to rejoin Annika and help dress her.

As I slip on my clothes, I can’t help staring at Annika. She glows with a newfound confidence.

It is a beautiful thing to behold.
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I settle into my new apartment for the first night after the move, grateful to be living life on my own terms at last.

The apartment is on the top floor of the high-rise, free from all distractions. Above me, on the roof, sits a helicopter pad. I am free to use it for a quick exit whenever I have the need.

Getting up from the leather sofa, I walk to the large window that overlooks Moscow and let out a satisfied sigh.

This change of scenery is exactly what I need. For the first time, I can fully embrace the vitality of my youth, unencumbered by the heavy weight of my responsibility.

Everything in the spacious apartment is contemporary. Where the family mansion showcases my family’s long history, this new living space is modern and more reflective of me as an individual. The stylish furniture reflects that, and the walls are artfully decorated with some of my favorite BDSM tools.

Living here feels like a breath of fresh air.

The energy of this growing part of the city infuses me with an exhilaration I haven’t felt in years. Even the cuisine is a mix of old and new, making for culinary dishes progressive, yet familiar.

I can see building a life here…

I grab a bottle of vodka and walk through the spacious apartment, drinking straight from it. Calling up Thane, I tell him, “Moy droog, you must come and see my new digs.”

He chuckles. “Don’t you remember how my last visit to Russia went? I’m not sure I’ll survive another.”

“Don’t be such a coward.”

Thane laughs but suddenly stops short. “You know who could use a trip? Our buddy, Brad. The guy hasn’t been himself lately.”

“The cattleman? What’s going on with him?”

“I’m not sure, but some frigid Russian air might do our friend some good.”

“I will interrogate him with vodka and find out.”

He laughs. “I hate to cut this convernsation short, but the day’s just begun and I have a meeting in ten minutes I need to prepare for.”

“You do realize you work too much, moy droog.”

“You know what they say. All work and no play makes Thane a rich man.”

I huff. “Money isn’t everything.”

“Says the billionaire.”

“You’d be surprised, comrade. Knowing I can have anything I want makes me desire material things less. There’s something about fighting to make your way in the world that make a man appreciate it more.”

“Then I guess I’m living the dream. Give Brad a call and let me know what you find out after your vodka interrogation.”
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I have the twins, Manya and Panya, meet Anderson at the airport, and instruct them to show him their special brand of Russian hospitality on the ride to my new apartment.

The grin on his face when I open the door to greet him lets me know they were successful in their mission.

“Good to see you, cattleman!”

He takes off his cowboy hat and presses it against his chest while he holds out his hand. “You too, man.”

I shake his hand enthusiastically, slapping him on the back several times as I pull him inside and shut the door.

He shakes his head, his grin growing wider. “I’m in your debt, Durov. A chartered jet, a limousine waiting for me, and those twins…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

“Think nothing of it. I’m just grateful you arrived safely.”

He lets out a long whistle as he looks around the apartment. “I gotta say, Durov, this place is impressive.”

I shrug. “It’s not bad.”

He chuckles, placing his hat on a nearby table before walking to the expansive window overlooking Moscow.

I step up beside him and clap him on the back. “Welcome to my motherland, cattleman.”

He gives me a sideways glance. “It’s fucking cold here! Thank goodness for your welcome party. Manya and Panya kept me toasty warm the entire drive.”

“They do produce plenty of heat,” I snicker. “Let me show you around.”

As I walk him through each room, Anderson jokes, “For a man with such wealth, you certainly keep things sparse in the furniture department. Almost reminds me of Thane when he showed up at college.”

I hadn’t noticed how sparse it seems until he mentions it.

“I prefer a clean, open space.” Thinking about the mansion, I add, “I’ve had enough of living with antiques.”

“Look, I’m not judging you, man. The place looks great. It’s just got me thinking how much you and Thane have in common.”

I grin. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Opening the sliding glass door to the indoor pool, I watch Anderson’s expression as he walks into the large room. He stares down at the pool tiled in multiples shades of gray and black before looking up at the dome made of glass. The white marble pillars surrounding the pool, contrast well with the dark color to create an elegant effect. Whoever designed it was truly talented.

“This is unreal, Durov. A private pool on the eighty-fifth floor?”

I shrug. “It came with the apartment. I’m not much of a swimmer, but now I have the opportunity to do it any time of the year I want.”

Anderson walks around the pool, silently taking everything in. When he returns, he has a stunned expression on his face.

“I honestly had no idea you were this rich. I mean, I knew your family was rich…” He looks back at the pool. “But this completely blows my mind.”

“If you think this is impressive, let me show you the liquor cabinet.”

I lead him to the room I designated as my bar. The custom cabinet fills one whole wall. It took four men to carry up the pieces and assemble them. I press a button and the wooden doors begin to slide apart on an invisible mechanism.

Anderson’s eyes grow wide when he sees my extensive liquor collection. “I’m speechless…”

“What would you like?”

He chuckles. “I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

“Vodka it is.”

“I’m surprised it doesn’t come with a bartender.”

I grin. “I actually asked my staff to give us time alone.”

Anderson snorts. “So, you do have a bartender?”

“My staff multitasks.” I nod for him to sit while I pour our drinks.

He studies the room with a solemn expression.

I’ve never seen him like this. Normally, the cattleman would have cracked at least a dozen jokes by now.

I walk over with the drinks and hand him one. Grabbing a jar of pickles, I tell him to sit with me.

“I feel like a fool,” he confesses as he takes a seat.

“Why?”

Anderson shakes his head. “I’m just an everyday schmuck and this whole time I’ve been hanging with a legit aristocrat.”

“That’s why I liked going to college in America. No one knew who I was, so I was accepted on my own terms.”

He sighs. “Yeah, I probably would have avoided you had I known—afraid of offending your social sensibilities and all that.” He looks around the room. “But, damn, man. I’m just starting out and you’ve got everything you could possibly want.”

“Nyet. I do not.”

He looks at me with a pained expression. “I’m sorry. I know better than that.”

“I would give all of this up in the blink of an eye if it would bring Tatianna and my mother back.”

Anderson’s eyes fill with compassion.

While I appreciate his concern, there is no need for it. “Gde lyubov, tam i gorya net.”

He shakes his head. “Unlike Thane, I haven’t studied Russian.”

Putting my hand on his shoulder, I tell him, “Where there is love, there is no grief.” I hold up my glass to him, “So, here’s to friendship, vodka, and getting hammered.”

“Hear, hear!”

As I ply him with alcohol, I start to see the old Anderson emerge. The moment he brings up his family in Colorado, the jokes start flying.

“My dad is famous for saying, ‘Always drink upstream from the herd, son.’”

I laugh. “That’s sound advice.”

“People think cowboys are simple folk, but they’re full of all kinds of wisdom.”

“Like what?” I pour him another shot.

“‘If you treat a woman like a racehorse, she’ll never be a nag.’”

“We Russians have a similar saying, “‘Don’t drive the horse with a whip, drive the horse with a ruble.’”

We clink our glasses and down our vodka.

He grins as he shares more cowboy wisdom. “‘Never miss a good chance to shut up.’”

I nod. “‘He cannot speak well that cannot hold his tongue.’”

We throw back another shot.

He takes out a dollar bill from his pocket.

“‘The quickest way to double your money…?’” Anderson holds it up. “‘Fold it over and put it back into your pocket.’” He carefully folds it and slips it in the front pocket of his shirt.

Going with the money theme, I share a favorite saying of mine. “‘Don’t have a hundred rubles, but have a hundred friends.’”

“Amen!” Anderson responds, clinking my glass with his before he downs it.

I suck down mine and refill our glasses.

He raises an eyebrow. “My pop told me the only good reason to ride a bull was to meet a nurse.”

I burst out laughing. “I bet you met plenty of nurses that way.”

“I did!”

“I’ve got a Russian proverb that seems oddly appropriate. ‘Every family has a freak.’”

Anderson clinks my glass and chuckles. “Here’s to all the freaks in the world.”

“It is good to see you laughing, cattleman.”

He nods thoughtfully. “I haven’t felt like it for a long time.”

Since vodka has the power to open up the soul, I ask him point-blank, “What is going on with you?”

“I don’t know…” He frowns. “Everything changed after what Samantha did. You escaped to Russia and Thane followed you here, leaving me alone in that empty dorm room. I didn’t know what to do with myself. To be honest, I’ve never felt so alone.”

Anderson looks down at his calloused hands. “I couldn’t stand pretending things were okay when they weren’t. So, I did the only thing I could. I doubled down on my studies, but it felt wrong, knowing what you were going through.”

“What happened to me is not your burden to bear,” I tell him gruffly, moved by his admission.

“Horseshit!”

I look him in the eyes. “I counted on you to make it to the finish line unscathed. One of us needed to.”

He frowns. “Well, it’s been hell without you guys.”

“But you survived—all three of us did.”

Anderson’s frown deepens. “Everything has changed, Durov. We each carry scars now that can never be erased.”

“‘With loss comes wisdom,’” I mutter.

“I suppose, but I would never choose this.”

“Agreed, cattleman. Unfortunately, it is not our choice to make. The best we can do in life is to build on the wisdom we’ve gained through it so the scars have worth.”

Anderson pours me a drink. “You sure are a philosophical little fucker.”

I snort in amusement.

Holding up his glass, he tells me, “I vow to make everything I learned through this whole mess mean something for your sake—and mine.”

“You are a good friend, Anderson.”

“Well, you know what they say. The best friendships are built on a solid foundation of alcohol, sarcasm, and inappropriateness.”

“I’ll drink to that.”
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After spending the night drinking with Anderson, I wake up the next day with a sense of renewed purpose.

As I do every morning, I look in the mirror and talk to Tatianna as I shave. “Can you believe we are here, eighty-five stories high? I’ll be honest. I never imagined owning something this grand in Moscow.” I lean in closer. “How I wish you were here to enjoy it, vorobyshek.”

I stand back and chuckle. “Of course, this isn’t your style. Is it? Your tastes are much simpler.” I nod to myself, thinking back to the time she told me she wanted to live in a cottage out in the country. “We planned to have a house full of children…”

I pause for a moment.

A wave of sorrow I am unprepared for washes over me. I reach out to her, placing my palm on the glass.

“But, not in this lifetime.”

This is my reality.

I go back to shaving my head in silence.

I have not been called to live an ordinary life—I know this.

It dawns on me how important the refuge is, not only for the girls, but for me. Although I will never have children, every girl who recovers will have a future of her own that will continue for generations.

In that sense, Tatianna and I will be responsible for a family far bigger than we could have ever imagined. The feeling of purpose I woke up to this morning returns with greater intensity.

I look in the mirror and see Tatianna staring back at me. The look of love in her blue eyes makes me smile. “I live each day for you, vorobyshek.”

Once I’m dressed, I head out of my bedroom to find Brad in the kitchen, looking a little rough.

“Everything okay, cattleman?”

He looks at me, the color of his green eyes enhanced by how bloodshot they are. “I’m not sure I like vodka.”

I chuckle. “Such words are not allowed in my presence.”

He groans. “I don’t know how you can be bright and chipper when I feel like I’ve been hit by a Mack truck.”

I grin. “Never took you for a lightweight but, then, you didn’t eat enough pickles.”

He starts going through the cupboards again.

“What are you looking for?”

“I need something to cure this hangover.”

“I have just the thing.” I grab a jar of sour cabbage from the pantry and pile some in a bowl. I then take a handful of cranberries and sprinkle them over the white cabbage, handing him the bowl with a fork.

“What’s this?” he asks, giving it a distrustful once-over.

“It’s a traditional Russian cure. Try it.”

“I don’t know, man…”

“Would you rather drink a raw egg with lime juice and salt?”

His face turns green. “No. This’ll do…”

I watch with amusement as he scoops a forkful and cautiously takes a bite. He closes his eyes and nods as he chews. “Not bad. It’s sour, but the cranberries give it a nice balance.”

I slap him hard on the back. “You’ll be back to yourself in no time. Which is good since we’ll be heading out to the mansion in a few.”

“You have a mansion?”

I smirk, seeing the same expression he had the night before. “It’s just the family estate. I have some business there.”

He brushes his hair back, looking at me warily. “I’m in no condition to meet any of your relatives, Durov.”

“They won’t be there. Unlike your family, mine isn’t close.”
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When we pull up to the Durov mansion, I see Anderson’s jaw go slack. “Holy hell, it’s huge.”

“That’s what she said,” I mutter as I leave the car.

Brad gets out of the vehicle and throws his arm around me, laughing loudly. “Well played, Russki.”

“If you don’t keep your humor, life becomes a travesty.”

“Damn, that’s profound.”

“You’d be surprised the things I know,” I say, flicking his cowboy hat.

Brad gives me a reproachful look for touching his hat, then stares up, taking in the immensity of the mansion as we walk up to the entrance. “I’m just beginning to realize that…”

When the doors open, I find Titov waiting to greet me.

“Is something wrong?” I immediately ask, seeing the pensive expression on his face.

“No, gospodin. But we need to speak.”

I nod, directing Brad to follow me as we make our way to my office. After making formal introductions between the two, I point to my extensive library and tell Brad, “Please feel free to check out my books while I speak to Titov.”

He nods and moves over to the shelves, while the two of us converse.

“What’s going on, Titov?”

“There was a police raid and three girls need immediate housing, but we are not ready.”

I don’t even hesitate. “We can take them.”

I spring into action and turn to Brad. “Turns out, I’m going to need your brawn. Three girls were rescued today and they need a place to stay. I have rooms available, but they need to be prepared.”

“Can I ask what they were rescued from?”

“These girls were used as sex slaves,” I answer gravely.

Anderson starts, then recovers, taking off his hat. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll be more than happy to help.”

I turn to Titov. “I need you to call Michail Volkov and inform him of the situation. Ask him what remaining provisions are needed and grab as many people as you need to get them quickly. Anderson and I will start clearing out the rooms with the rest of the staff.”

“Yes, gospodin.”

I put my hand on Titov’s shoulder. “This is it.”

Titov nods with emotional tears in his eyes.

I leave him to carry out his job and tell Anderson, “Follow me.”

We climb the stairs and hurry to the east wing where we find the rooms in disarray, still in the midst of conversion.

I walk into the first room I see and command, “Take everything out but the bed and nightstands and put them in the hallway. We want to maintain a clean and simple environment.”

“Aye, aye, captain,” Anderson answers.

The rooms are full of antiques and heavy furniture. Even with of my staff, it is a long and arduous task to clear them out.

I glance at Anderson. “I appreciate your help.”

“Nothing like hard work after a hangover,” he laughs, wiping the sweat from his brow.

I immediately stop what I am doing when Lada enters the room.

Looking around apprehensively, she asks, “What’s going on?”

I walk over to her. “More girls are coming.”

She nods, a look of hope in her eyes. Her gaze drifts from me to Anderson.

Lada is naturally distrusting of the men on my staff, so I am surprised when she smiles shyly and waves.

The girl is still painfully underweight, and her arms are covered in yellowing bruises and old track marks, but Anderson acts as if he doesn’t notice. Taking off his hat, he grins. “I’m Brad. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

She blushes and looks at me.

“Lada doesn’t know English,” I explain.

I translate for her when she asks, “Is he a real cowboy?”

I ask Brad her question and he nods, putting his hat back on. “I even have my own horse. Want to know what her name is?”

I explain what he said, and she nods her head vigorously.

“Hot Chocolate.”

When I tell her, she giggles.

I’m impressed with the way Anderson instantly puts Lada at ease. He’s a natural with her, and I suspect having three younger sisters probably has something to do with it.

The nurse runs into the room. “Lada, I’ve been looking for you. Please don’t run off like that.”

The instant the nurse sees Anderson, she becomes mute and a blush rises to her cheeks.

Anderson immediately takes off his hat again. “Ma’am.”

I chuckle to myself, remembering his joke last night about meeting nurses.

But we have no time to waste, so I inform the nurse about the three girls who will be arriving.

The excitement in her eyes matches my own.

Knowing these three girls are safe and will get the care they need is incredibly empowering.

After the two leave, Anderson and I get back to it. As he works, I notice Anderson keeps wiping his eyes.

Now he understands…

By the time Michail Volkov arrives with the rest of the medical staff, the three rooms have been cleared out. I tell Anderson to explore the mansion while the doctor speaks to Titov and I.

Even though it’s been a mad rush to get the rooms ready, every other aspect of the facility is in order thanks to weeks of preparation by Dr. Michail Volkov. He is confident we have everything in place to give the girls the quality care they require.

Remembering how Lada’s parents reacted, I am grateful these young women will have a safe place and a certified, compassionate staff who are trained to provide the care they need.

No girl under this roof will ever feel unwelcome or suffer needlessly during her recovery. It is the guiding principle of this place and is something the medical staff is committed to.

While we are finishing still the meeting, Andrev shows up unannounced, dragging Anderson with him.

“I found this American wandering the halls. Do you want me to personally see him out?”

“He’s a friend, Andrev.”

My brother lets go of Anderson but warns me, “You can’t be too careful, Anton.”

Anderson stares at the two of us and tells me, “I can’t get over the resemblance. Heck, you could be twins. I would have mistaken him for you if it weren’t for the hair.”

Having Andrev here puts me on edge even though we struck an uneasy truce. I bark out an introduction, “Anderson, this is my brother Andrev. Andrev, this is my good friend, Anderson. Treat him as such.”

Anderson holds out his hand to my brother, stating, “It’s a pleasure to meet one of the Durovs.”

Andrev takes his hand but looks at me as he shakes it.

He is making it painfully obvious he doesn’t trust Anderson.

What my brother fails to appreciate is that between the two of them, Anderson is the one I do trust.

“Why didn’t you call me, Anton?” Andrev demands. “You know I want to help.”

“I only just found out about the girls and have been scrambling along with the staff to get things in order. How did you find out? Did Titov call you?”

“No, I heard about the police raid on the news and they mentioned your new facility. You really should give it a name now that you’re officially opening it.”

I growl in frustration. “We have no time to worry about a name right now. If you’re serious about helping, start by carrying anything left in the hallways to the storage room.”

“Do you want me to take the American with me?”

“His name is Anderson, and yes.”

“Fine.” Andrev turns to leave. “Come on, Anderson.”

I’m actually surprised my brother isn’t complaining.

“I’ll join you in a few minutes,” I assure Anderson, not trusting Andrev to be civil. “I have a few things I need to discuss with Dr. Volkov.”

As we finalize the remaining details, the doctor mentions pets. “I have found working with patients recovering from trauma that having a pet aids in healing. In caring for something else, they learn to care for themselves.”

“While I can appreciate that, I am not a lover of animals and don’t care for the complications they would bring to this environment.”

“It’s simply a suggestion,” he states. “Certainly not something we need to worry about at this point, but I wanted you to be aware of it.”

“Noted.” I look down at my watch. “We only have an hour before the girls are scheduled to arrive. I must return to my duties.”

“About that…it would be best if we keep their exposure to people at a minimum and limit it to the medical staff.”

“Agreed.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “May God bless the work you and your staff do here.”

“I appreciate you entrusting me with this responsibility. I will not let you or the patients we work with down.”

“I have complete confidence in you, Dr. Volkov.”

I join Anderson and am surprised to see Andrev chatting nonstop with him. If I didn’t know better, I would think they were longtime friends. I have to hand it to Anderson. His gregarious nature is something I admire.

“We don’t have much time and we’ll have to be out of the place before they arrive.”

“Why?” Andrev asks, stopping his work. “I thought you would make a grand speech to the media.”

I glare at him. “These girls need to be protected, not exploited.”

“Well, tell that to the press who are gathering outside.”

I head to a window and see a large collection of reporters milling about just outside the gate. I let out a frustrated growl. “We’ll have to lead them away before they arrive.”

Anderson grins. “Seems like old times. Eh, Durov?”

“What do you mean?” Andrev asks him.

“Our buddy Thane had issues with the press in college. I enjoyed having a little fun with them.”

The nurse walks up to us during our exchange and beckons to talk privately with me.

“Lada would like you to be with her when she meets the girls.”

“Have you spoken to Dr. Volkov about it?”

“Yes. He feels it’s important you join her as support but would prefer it if you remain in the back of the room.”

“Agreed.”

I turn to Anderson. “Lada needs me. Can you make sure the reporters are nowhere near the gate when the girls arrive?”

He grins. “It’ll be my pleasure.”
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Lada insists on holding my hand while we wait.

Dr. Volkov escorts the young women into the room and starts introducing them to each member of the staff. Although the three girls have showered and been clothed, they are emaciated, and they look terrified.

Lada suddenly cries, “Pyat’!”

One of the girls turns her head and bursts out crying when she sees Lada.

Lada immediately lets go of my hand and runs to her. I choke on my tears as I watch the young ladies hug each other in silence. Not one of us in this room truly understands what they have been through.

I’m happy they have found each other again. Maybe it will help them both to heal.

The other two look forlorn watching the girls hug.

I feel overwhelming compassion for them and wish I could do something to bring them comfort.

Standing there in the silence of the room, I suddenly know what it is.

Once I’m certain Lada no longer requires my presence, I leave and ask Titov to find Anderson.

“He’s wandering the grounds, gospodin. He wanted me to tell you the mission was a success, but Andrev had to be sacrificed.”

I chuckle.

Heading outside, I find Anderson staring at the whipping pole and feel a momentary check in my spirit.

He turns toward me, grinning. “I had no idea you had a pole for practice.”

It is an innocent remark. Anderson has no idea the truth behind the pole, and I feel no need to tell him.

Instead, I ask, “Would you like to join me on an errand?”

Anderson doesn’t even hesitate. “Lead the way, Durov.”

On the drive, I say with amusement, “So, you sacrificed my brother?”

Anderson chuckles. “That brother of yours is quite the talker.”

“Did he say anything of interest?”

“He just kept peppering me with questions.” Anderson smirks. “I don’t think he trusts me.”

I laugh. “I got that impression myself. How did you get rid of him?”

Anderson grins. “I convinced Andrev to wear a hat and stuffed all his hair under the brim. He looks just like you, so all I had to do was follow him out and tell them you had something important to say and would give an exclusive interview to the first camera team to meet you in front of St. Basil’s Cathedral in Red Square.”

His grin grows wider. “You should have seen them scrambling. It was a hoot! Best part? Your driver Igor told me he planned to have a little fun on the trip there.”

I nod my approval. “That was clever, cattleman.”

Anderson’s smile suddenly disappears. “Hey, how are those kids doing?”

I sigh. “Not well. But I believe there is something I can do to change that.”

When we arrive, I instruct my men to be especially vigilant as they guard the door of the brick building. With my name all over the news in connection with the raid, I want to be prepared should the Bratva choose to strike.

Anderson follows me into the building and lets out a pleased whistle when he realizes it’s a pet shop. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Durov. This is a brilliant idea. Animals are the best remedy for a hurting soul.”

“So I have been told.”

“What’s it going to be—a puppy or a kitten?”

“Neither.”

The shopkeeper’s eyes light up as soon as he sees me, and he comes running over. “How can I help you, Rytsar Durov?”

“I require a pet that needs minimal maintenance.”

“I know just the thing.” He leads us through the shop to the back and stops at a row of fish tanks. “Nothing’s more soothing than watching fish.”

Anderson nods in approval. “They are the epitome of easy to care for.”

I look the fish over, wanting to give each girl one that is beautiful and unique. I’m transfixed by a vibrantly colored fish in a small bowl. Its fins move like fluid angel wings. I’ve never seen anything like it.

“What is this?”

“A Beta male. They make a perfect addition to any household.”

“Great. I’ll take four of them.”

The shopkeeper stammers for a moment before explaining, “I’m sorry, but they cannot be placed in the same tank. Otherwise, they will fight to the death.”

I stoop down to get a better look at the fish. “That’s perfect!”

I wonder why the shopkeeper glances at Anderson with a worried expression, then realize he’s afraid I want to watch them die.

“They are gifts for separate people,” I assure him.

His eyes light up. “Of course.”

“Make sure each of them is a different color.”

“Certainly. Will you need anything else?”

“Da. I’ll need the various sundries required to care for them.”

“Of course, Rytsar Durov.” He answers, running off to get them.

I look at Anderson and find him smiling at me.

“What?”

“I like seeing this soft side of you.”

I punch him in the shoulder hard enough to make it hurt and leave a bruise.

He just laughs as he rubs his arm.

When the shopkeeper tries to put the fish in a shopping bag, I stop him. “We will carry them.” I hand the yellow and purple ones to Anderson. After I pay, I carry the red and blue ones myself and head out the door.

On the ride back, I stare at the two fish, mesmerized as I watch them glide gracefully through the water.

“You look like you’ve never seen a fish before.”

I snort. “Only on my dinner plate.”

Once we arrive at the mansion, I tell my men to bring everything I’ve bought into my study. Getting out my stationery, I pen a similar note to each girl. I hope the message will resonate with them.

I instruct the staff to distribute the fish, but I insist on delivering Lada’s personally.

Walking into her room, I hand her the bowl with the red Beta.

“He is yours to keep.”

She smiles as she holds the bowl up and stares at the fish through the glass. “Thank you, Rytsar. He’s so beautiful…” She looks up at me. “I’ve never had a fish before.”

“This isn’t any fish, Lada. This is a Beta. It’s a fierce fighter—like you.”
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Dungeon
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I can’t let Anderson return to the States without letting him experience a taste of a traditional Russian dungeon. However, I must instruct him before we go. There is nothing laid-back about the place I plan to take him.

“Your bullwhip skills will be well appreciated by the Doms at this dungeon,” I assure him.

Anderson grins. “Hopefully, the subs will enjoy them as well.”

“Understand that my sadist friends are exceedingly strict. They will be as quick to punish you as they will a sub, should you break protocol.”

He chuckles nervously. “Why are you bringing me, then?”

“I would be doing you a great disservice if I did not.”

Anderson raises an eyebrow. “Are you counting on me slipping up?”

I laugh. “Although it would be entertaining, I want you to succeed.”

“I’m trusting you, Russki,” he says with a grin. “Give me the rundown.”

“First, everyone at this dungeon is a sadist.”

“Well, that’s not intimidating at all,” he jokes.

“Second, subs are considered property. You do not speak to them, and they are not allowed to make eye contact at any point. In this circle, eye contact from a sub is a grave sign of disrespect and is brutally punished.”

Anderson grimaces. “It sounds archaic.”

“It is.” I grin. “And, each person there enjoys the dynamic. I have several subs there you can choose from when we go.”

Anderson combs his hand through his hair, smiling. I can tell that he is already warming to the idea.

“What else should I know?”

“You may observe any scene, but you must stand far back and remain silent. You are not allowed to clap or make a sound of any kind, even if you enjoy the scene.”

“Got ya.”

“Also, there is no such thing as aftercare.”

He frowns. “Really?”

“Let me remind you that the subs are thought of as property. They are there solely to bring pleasure to their Masters.”

“What about safewords?” he asks in concern.

This time, I frown. “Of course, we have safewords. We are not animals.”

He holds up his hands. “Look, I was making sure.”

“These Doms may be ruthless in their play, but consent is key. I would never frequent a place without it.”

“Of course.” He looks at me apologetically. “You know better than anyone how important it is.”

Thinking back on Samantha, I confess, “I never fully appreciated how the dynamics can change in the blink of an eye during a scene. Honoring a safeword is the only guarantee both parties have of walking out of it unscathed.”

“Especially when you’re talking about a dungeon full of sadists,” he banters, trying to lighten the mood he’s created.

Knowing Anderson meant no offense, I nod. “Yes, particularly with sadists.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Good, because we’ll be leaving in a few hours. I have something I want to show you first.”

It’s a long drive to the remote dungeon. In fact, it’s far enough away to make it inconvenient, but I have come up with a solution to that problem.

Igor takes us down a winding path in a dense forest. After he parks, I get out and walk to the middle of a large field surrounded by trees. “I just purchased these eight hundred acres of woods.”

Anderson rubs his hands together vigorously, shivering as he adjusts to the freezing temperature. Looking around the clearing, he says, “Mighty fine land you have here. What do you plan to do with it?”

I shrug. “I was thinking of building a luxury vacation home with every convenience known to man.”

“Hmm…” He walks the perimeter of the clearing. “If I were you, I’d build a rustic cabin big enough for your guests, of course, but something in harmony with nature. Imagine yourself pulling up to this huge wood cabin out in the middle of nowhere. Smoke billowing from the chimney, inviting you and your guests to come in and stay awhile.”

He points to the other side of the clearing. “And, over there, you have a huge barn with horses, cows, and chickens to keep you company.”

I snort. “I like your idea, minus the nuisance of animals.”

“So be it. A rustic cabin in the woods. The perfect escape from modern city life whenever you need it.”

I smile. “I like the way you think, cattleman.”
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As we head to the dungeon, I can tell Anderson is getting nervous by the way he rubs his hands against his jeans every few minutes.

Naturally, I find it amusing.

“Rest easy, Anderson. I took Thane here once and he survived.”

“Did he?” he asks, sounding relieved.

“Just keep a straight face and think like a sadist. You’ll be fine.”

He laughs. “What do sadists think like?”

“Intense pain is an act of pleasure, and these submissives crave it like no other.”

Anderson sucks in his breath and lets it out slowly, nodding. “Got it.”

The moment we pull up to the ancient stone building, I see his nerves return and I begin to wonder if this was a mistake.

The historic building with its lone spire and stained-glass windows used to be a church. Casual travelers easily mistake it as such, never suspecting the depravity enjoyed within its majestic walls.

Before we enter the building, I stop Anderson. “Remember, no eye contact with the subs. Every scream you hear comes from the lips of a woman who came here tonight wanting what we can give them.” I smirk, adding, “There’s no reason to ‘rescue’ them.”

Anderson laughs.

We both recall the night I introduced him to a dungeon for the first time. He was ready to beat up every Dominant there to defend the woman he thought they were abusing.

It still makes me chuckle, thinking back on it.

“You ready for this, cattleman?”

He lets out an anxious sigh, then nods. “Let’s do this.”

I use the large iron knocker to announce our arrival. The metal reverberates with a deep, satisfying sound. The peephole opens, and the doorman asks me a series of questions. After answering them correctly, the heavy door swings open and we’re invited inside.

We walk in together and everyone stops in mid-action as their gaze moves to us. I have already forewarned my friends that I was bringing Anderson with me tonight. These men are a private lot and don’t appreciate the invasion of outsiders.

I have assured them Anderson’s skill with the bullwhip is worth their inconvenience.

Anderson takes off his hat as he surveys our private cathedral of kink.

Nodding to the other Dominants, he follows my lead and hands his hat, coat, and tool bag to the naked submissive waiting to take it.

“Feel free to observe before you pick one of my three subs over there.”

I point to the three naked submissives bound together on a pole, each waiting to fulfill his fantasy. I have purposely given him a choice of subs who can accommodate his large girth.

The Doms return to their own scenes, and soon the room is filled with the sounds of rough play.

As I converse with several of my friends, I watch Anderson quietly walk through the dungeon and stop to observe a stockade scene.

The sub has been locked in a kneeling position, her head and hands secured by the wooden device. She is completely defenseless as her Master canes her naked ass.

There is nothing as alluring than when a sadist and a masochist get together. The union is fierce but sexually satisfying for both partners. A submissive’s open willingness, coupled with the sadist’s ruthless desire, makes for a sexual energy few ever experience.

Her cries of pain stir me.

Anderson must agree, because it is not long before he walks away from the scene to meet my three girls. I hang back, curious about which one he will choose.

To my surprise, Anderson picks the tiniest sub rather than the Amazonian woman standing beside her. The reduced surface area for play will require more precision on his part, but perhaps that is what he is hungry for.

Anderson unties her from the pole and leads her to a small wooden platform on the floor. He takes the cuffs chained to the base and wraps them around her ankles so her legs are spread apart but she has slack enough to move.

He then grabs the cuffs above her head and lowers them so he can secure her small wrists. The beauty of this platform is that it allows for movement during the session, but the sub cannot get away.

He pulls the sub’s head back and kisses her roughly before moving away.

I’m impressed when Master Anderson snaps his fingers as if he is a longtime member of this dungeon. The submissive who took his things comes running with his tool bag. Anderson takes out his bullwhip and dismisses her so he can warm up.

Not many Doms at this dungeon have seen, much less used, a bullwhip. They prefer the wickedness of the cat o’ nines. I look forward to seeing their reactions when they observe his masterful skill.

He instantly commands everyone’s attention when he cracks his whip above his head. His little sub ditya has never felt the bite of a bullwhip and cowers at the sound of it.

After warming up his muscles, Anderson begins. His lashes are light, barely grazing the skin. The other Doms look at each other with smirks on their faces. Clearly, they not impressed when they hear her moans of pleasure instead of pain.

I wonder if the cattleman has forgotten my instruction until that first powerful lash strikes her.

The scream that comes from her lips attracts the attention of all the Doms in the dungeon.

Anderson starts talking to her in a low voice as he swings his whip around several times before each lash. Even though ditya doesn’t speak English, she responds to the commanding tone in his voice.

Rather than vary the power behind each lash, Anderson keeps it at the same demanding intensity as he moves up and down her upper back, buttocks, and thighs. The man strikes with such precision that he creates a pattern with his marks.

Ditya is profoundly challenged by the concentrated strokes of his bullwhip, as she whimpers and screams, her body covered in sweat. The frantic rattle of the chains fills the air as she squirms after each lash. The cruel cut of the bullwhip as it lashes the air before striking complements her passionate cries.

I can tell the torturous but mesmerizing instrument pleases her.

Anderson finishes by doing a sequence of cracks over his head before his final lash.

Ditya’s seductive scream has the entire dungeon entranced.

Anderson holds out his bullwhip to the submissive waiting on him. She quickly runs to take it and bows.

He approaches ditya, speaking to her in a soothing tone as he caresses her trembling body. He then releases the chains above her head until her body is bent at the waist so he can take her from behind. He takes one of her cuffed wrists and indicates that she is to hold onto the chain.

She grabs it with both hands and waits, swaying unsteadily in her bindings.

Anderson unzips his pants and releases his massive cock in front of her. Ditya gasps when she sees it.

I notice every eye is on them as he gets into position behind her. The entire dungeon wants to watch his huge shaft claim ditya’s pussy.

Anderson wraps his large hands around her tiny waist—the only area he has not touched with his whip—and he presses the large head of his shaft against her wet opening.

Ditya cries out as he slowly forces it into her.

Had we been at Novy Soyuz, people would have been cheering and clapping by now. But, in this environment, there is only silence as he starts thrusting his cock into her.

If Anderson didn’t have the respect of the other Doms before, he does now as we listen to ditya’s moans and the wet sound of her pussy as his huge cock claims her.

I count at least three of her orgasms before he comes himself, pumping her full of his seed.

After Anderson finishes, with his cock still wedged inside her, he pulls on the chain above her head, lifting her arms until he can reach out to unbind them. He pulls her small frame against his body for a few moments, kissing the top of her head.

I know what he is doing and smirk.

In front of all the sadists in the room, he gives her this hint of aftercare before pulling out.

The dungeon slowly comes back to life once their scene is over.

I must say, the cattleman has made this Russian proud tonight.
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Snake in the Grass
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After a long night entertaining myself at the dungeon, Novy Soyuz, I’m awakened at the crack of dawn to the sound of my landline ringing—and it won’t stop.

I groan in frustration. Everyone knows to contact me on my cell phone, so I get up and unplug the damn thing from the wall, grateful when silence reigns again.

I crawl back into bed. Just as I get comfortable, my cell phone starts ringing. I snatch it off the nightstand angrily. I don’t recognize the number so I shut off the phone and roll over, trying to get back to sleep.

Not twenty minutes later, there’s frantic knocking at my front door.

My heart starts to race when I realize something must be seriously wrong.

I jump out of bed and pull on my sweatpants. When I throw the door open, I find Titov standing there, his face pale.

I immediately pull him inside. “What’s wrong?”

When he hesitates to answer, I grab his shoulders and shake him. “Tell me!”

“I don’t know where to start…”

“Spit it out,” I demand, growing increasingly unsettled by his reaction. “Please tell me the girls are okay!”

Titov looks devastated when he answers. It’s as if it physically hurts him to say the words out loud. “Dr. Volkov is being accused of sexually abusing the girls.”

“What? He would never do that!”

“I know, gospodin, but it is the breaking story this morning. It’s all over the news.”

“Who the hell is accusing him?”

Titov shakes his head frantically. “I don’t know!”

I start pacing, the knot in my stomach growing into a ball of black fury.

But then…comes the doubt.

What if I was wrong about him? What if we were all wrong?

I grab my phone and call Dr. Morozova, who examined Lada the first day.

The phone rings several times before she picks it up. By the grogginess of her voice, it’s obvious I’ve woken her. However, I do not apologize because the girls’ well-being is at stake.

“Dr. Morozova, I need you to assemble a medical team to speak to the girls as soon as possible. Dr. Volkov has been accused of an unspeakable act and we need to get down to the truth immediately.”

Her voice is icy when she asks, “Are we talking about sexual abuse?”

“Yes. While I don’t believe he would do that…we can’t know for certain.”

“Have the girls brought to the hospital and I’ll have the staff meet them there.”

“No,” I insist. “This must be done with extreme care, Dr. Morozova. Don’t you remember what happened with Lada when we tried to make her leave? It is imperative these young women not be traumatized any further. Have the team go to the facility. The girls have been victimized enough.”

She is silent for a moment, then sighs. “You’re right. I will get the necessary staff together and visit them.”

“Thank you.” I pause for a moment, my emotions overwhelming me. “Even if this accusation proves false, it could have devastating and far-reaching effects on these four girls.”

“I know. I will do my best to keep their distress to a minimum.”

“Good.”

“I feel it would be best if you and Dr. Volkov stay away from the facility until this issue has been resolved.”

“I agree.”

I hear her mutter under her breath, “I hope to God they are wrong.”

“Yes,” I choke out.

The idea that I may have put the girls in harm’s way crushes my soul.

After speaking with her, I call Michail Volkov.

He immediately answers. “I’ve been waiting for you to call.”

“So, you’ve heard?”

“Yes, the press was at my door before dawn. They have been relentless. So much so, I had to send my wife and children away for their safety.”

“Dr. Volkov, you should know, I’ve sent a medical team to check on the girls.”

“It’s the only prudent thing to do, given the circumstances. However, I would never do such a thing and have strict protocols in place so I am never alone with the girls. What I am being accused of is abhorrent to me. And, I didn’t steal the money.”

“What money?”

“Haven’t you heard? Two million rubles are missing from the refuge account, and I supposedly stole them.”

“What?” I roar.

“Since you know the generous salary I am paid as Director, I have absolutely no incentive to steal money.”

I am certain now that all the accusations against Dr. Volkov are false. Whoever set him up was a fool.

“Once we get official word back from the medical team concerning the girls, I will publicly refute the accusations and we can proceed as normal,” I assure him.

“Unfortunately, the facility may have to shut down since the integrity of the program is now in question.”

“We can’t let that happen!”

“While I hope that won’t be the case, Mr. Durov. I’m a firm believer in preparing for the worst. We should plan for a smooth transition of our patients, just in case.”

“I assure you, Dr. Volkov, I will do everything in my power to restore your good name and the reputation of our facility. I won’t let this vicious lie ruin our efforts, and I refuse to allow these young women to be scattered and shoved into homes unprepared for the attention they require.”

He sighs heavily. “That is why we must do our due diligence and start planning for an alternative. One without me as director and the facility operating at its current location.”

I suddenly have a sinking feeling he may be right. “Blyat!”

“My sentiments exactly.”
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My lawyer, Yurlov, advises me to stay silent until the results come back. He insists any hint of abuse by the doctor will reflect badly on me personally if I stand behind him now and then am proven wrong.

So, I watch as the scandal unfolds on the news while I wait impatiently for Dr. Morozova’s call. It’s torture to listen to the accusations against the good doctor. Even Dr. Volkov’s spotless record is called into question when the reporters start insinuating it is too clean to be trusted.

There is also growing speculation I had some perverse hand in it, as well.

The fact that the facility is housed at my residence automatically makes me suspect even though I no longer reside there. They begin questioning the rescue of the girl at the train station, implying it was staged to gain the public’s trust.

Each hour that ticks by only seems to add fuel to the fire.

I have to remind myself that my reputation is unimportant compared to the girls’ welfare. As long as they are shielded from the ugliness taking place, I can handle whatever comes.

By noon, I finally get the call.

“I apologize it’s taken so long,” Dr. Morozova begins. “Because of the serious nature of these allegations, we had to be thorough. We spoke with all of the staff, as well as the young women. I wanted to wait until we had everything documented and submitted before I contacted you.”

“He is innocent,” I state, not needing to ask.

“Yes. None of the girls reported anything inappropriate, and the physician who performed the routine physical examinations saw no evidence to necessitate a forensic exam.”

“How did the girls handle it? Are they okay?”

“Naturally, they were confused as to why we were asking so many questions specifically about Dr. Volkov, but I assured them their honest answers would safeguard that the facility was following procedure.”

I’m grateful for her compassion for the girls and thank her.

“Mr. Durov, the young women appear well-adjusted, considering their history.”

“I’m grateful to hear it. Know that I appreciate your support, as well as your thoroughness in this matter.” But then I growl angrily, “Whoever is responsible for these unfounded accusations has not only put Dr. Volkov’s reputation on the line but could also undermine all the work being done for the girls.”

“I certainly hope not, Mr. Durov. It would be a terrible loss.”

“I agree. Now that I have the evidence to prove that this is a grossly false accusation, I will right this wrong.”

I set up a press conference. As soon as I enter the room, the feeding frenzy-like atmosphere hits me as I stare at the mob of reporters. Every time I speak, I am interrupted and bombarded with new questions that perpetuate the lies.

It appears none of the reporters wants to hear the truth.

After fifteen minutes of pandemonium, I realize how futile my efforts are and push my way out of the conference room, directing them to check the medical findings.

It galls me that I had no say when the public hailed me as a hero, and I am just as helpless now that I am being labeled a villain through no fault of my own.

On the drive back to the apartment, I get a call from Andrev. Although I am in no mood to speak to anyone, I answer.

“What?”

“We need to talk.”

“Not now,” I snarl.

“All of us are meeting at Vlad’s house. This doesn’t just involve you, Anton. We need to discuss what has happened and how we are going to protect the family.”

I let out a ragged sigh, now appreciating the far-reaching effect this unfounded accusation is having on my life.

“Fine. What time?”

“We’re gathering there now. This has gotten out of control.”

I snap my fingers. “Igor. We’re headed to Vlad’s.”

He nods and slows down to turn the vehicle around.

The phone starts buzzing while I’m still talking to Andrev and I see that it’s Dr. Volkov. “I have to take this. I’ll see you there in an hour.”

I hang up on him before he responds and put Dr. Volkov on the line.

“Talk to me.”

“I will be sending you my resignation effective today.”

“No! There is no need for that.”

“I disagree. The longer this persists, the greater harm it will cause our patients. It’s best I cut ties with you now and focus my efforts on finding an alternative location for these young women.”

“Dr. Volkov, the facility cannot run without you.”

“I have someone in mind to take my place. Hopefully, having a woman as director will halt any further attacks on the program.”

“If you do this, people will see it as an admission of guilt.”

“At this point, my career is already ruined. The only hope we have now is to ensure our patients do not suffer needlessly in the fallout.”

I groan. “But you’ve done nothing wrong.”

“In the court of public opinion, that doesn’t seem to matter.”

I close my eyes, remembering the chaos at the press conference and know he’s right. “I accept your resignation, but I will never agree with it.”

“Thank you. I’ll make a call to my replacement and get back to you later.”

I hang up the phone and glance at Titov. “This isn’t right. None of this is right!”

He shakes his head, swallowing hard. The look of devastation on his face reflecting how I feel.

“I will make whoever did this pay!”

I stare out the window, muttering under my breath, “They will wish they had never been born…”

When I arrive at Vlad’s home, I find my brothers waiting to pounce on me as soon as I walk through the door.

“Damn you, Anton!” Vlad growls. “In one fell swoop, you’ve brought shame down on this entire family.”

I narrow my eyes. “I’ve done nothing wrong. Dr. Volkov is innocent.”

He walks to the window and pulls back the curtain, pointing at the throng of reporters. “Tell that to the vultures out there.”

I look at all four of my brothers when I tell them, “He’s been set up. The accusations are untrue.”

I’m surprised to hear Andrev stand up for me. “I personally vouch for Dr. Volkov.”

Vlad frowns at him and then asks me snidely, “Is there money missing?”

I let out a frustrated sigh. “Yes, I confirmed it.”

“If the money is missing, it has to be an inside job. So, if it isn’t Volkov, then someone else on your team stole it,” Vlad insists. “Who knows what else they have gotten away with?”

I hate the insinuation that it’s an inside job, but I must explore the possibility in case it proves true.

“I bet they leaked the accusations against your director to cover their tracks,” Timur conjectures.

Pavel shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter!” Turning on me, he yells, “This is unfair, Anton! All of us are being punished for something we had nothing to do with and had no say in.”

I glare at my youngest brother. “You are not the one being dragged through the mud, Pavel.”

“I never agreed to have the family mansion converted into a center for little girls. No wonder your reputation is being questioned. What were you thinking?” he cries.

I rush up and wrap my hand around his throat. “They are survivors, Pavel, and they’ve been through hell. Don’t you ever disparage those young women again.”

I growl in his face before I release his neck.

Timur speaks up. “There’s no need to get physical, Anton. Pavel was just stating his feelings on the matter.”

I snarl at him. “What? Do you question my motivations for helping these survivors?”

“No, of course not. I know you do it in honor of Tatianna.”

Hearing her name spoken aloud hurts. I grit my teeth and keep a stoic expression, but at least Timur understands.

Andrev moves closer to me and asks in a calm voice, “Anton, is it possible this is the work of the Bratva? You threatened their livelihood. What better way to silence your efforts than to destroy your reputation and force the facility to shut down?”

I shake my head. “They are known for homicides. That seems highly unlikely.”

“I don’t know…” Andrev insists. “You went public about funding the new police task force. Rather than make you a martyr and face the wrath of the authorities, they can sit back and watch the media rip your entire future apart.”

“I cannot bear the shame this has brought to our family,” Vlad snarls. “Something must be done—and done now!”

“Something has been done, Vlad,” I answer in a cold voice. “Dr. Volkov resigned, despite his innocence, to protect our family name and the facility’s future.” I let out a low growl. “As for the person responsible for this, I promise I will see justice is served.”

Andrev looks at me with concern. “Be careful, Anton.”

Vlad scowls at me. “Don’t you dare drag us down with you in your crusade for justice.”

“What is it you want from me?” I demand. “Why did you insist I come here today?”

“We want nothing from you.” Vlad looks at the others before speaking. “We feel it would be best for our families if we publicly separate ourselves from you.”

“What are you saying?”

“We must protect the family,” Pavel declares, but he takes two steps back when I glare at him.

“You do realize it will appear to the world that my brothers believe the false accusations lodged against Dr. Volkov—and me.”

“Our family must come first,” Vlad states emphatically.

I snort angrily. “Mamulya told me we would all come together someday. I realize now I was a fool to believe it.”

“I’ll stand beside him,” Andrev suddenly announces to the other three.

“So be it,” Vlad states with disinterest. “You can burn with him.”

I stand there speechless, staring at Andrev. To have him go against the other three evokes an emotion I am unfamiliar with, and I struggle to process it.

Timur shifts on his feet uncomfortably, telling me, “I wish I had a choice, Anton, but I must protect my children from the scandal.”

When Andrev places his hand on my shoulder, I turn to him. “Remain focused on the program, Anton,” he says. “We can’t let the Bratva win. Those young women are counting on you.”

I nod to him.

Addressing the other three, I state, “Do what you must. As a Durov, it is not the judgment of men that should motivate us, but the need to do what is just and right.”

I walk out on them without another word.

I know now what I must do.
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Although Andrev has advised caution, I am not a man to be toyed with. So, I up the ante.

On the drive back, I call the head of the task force. “I am doubling my funding. Tell no one.”

I then call Dr. Volkov. “I agree, we must be proactive. Rather than wait while they destroy what we’ve built, I want to expand the program. Which means we’ll need a bigger facility.” I smile to myself when I add, “I’m predicting an influx of new patients within the next few months.”

I hear the doctor clear his throat on the other end. “I hate to be brutally honest when your intentions are noble. However, I’m afraid even with me out of the picture, the program may fail if you are still involved—even remotely.”

“I’ve already considered that,” I assure him. “I’m on my way now to visit a business associate I think may be able to help.”

I sit back in the seat and stare out the window, chuckling to myself.

Taking my lessons from boxing, I’m going to outmaneuver them all. Right now, whoever attacked me is certain they have me on the defensive. But they don’t know who they’re dealing with.

I am the Silencer.

I am not the one going down.
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Nikolay Koslov meets me at a secret location near Ruza, a small town west of Moscow. As the Pakhan of the Koslovs and a prominent leader among the Bratva, neither of us can afford to be seen together.

Thankfully, he has a vested interest in my future for two reasons. He and my grandfather had profound mutual respect for one other, and Nikolay understands the inheritance I control is large enough to have dire consequences if it were to fall into the wrong hands.

After my mother’s death, he protected my life when I stormed the Koslov compound in search of my father, and I am confident he will help me now.

His men escort me into the atrium, where Nikolay gestures for me to sit at the small table across from him.

“I need to ask a favor.”

He frowns. “As you know, Anton, I abhor the sale of human life, and I will have nothing to do with the business of it. However, you have purposely provoked the men in the organization who profit from it. I cannot protect you.”

“I am not here to ask for protection, Nikolay. I only need two things from you.”

He raises an eyebrow. “I cannot promise I will do either.”

“Understood.”

“Before we begin, let us drink.” He motions to one of his men, who brings us two shots of vodka.

“Za Vstrechu,” he says, holding up his glass.

I nod, toasting to our meeting.

We look each other in the eye and then throw back the vodka.

He slowly sets his glass down and smiles. “I never trust a man who won’t drink with me.”

“I feel the same.”

Sitting back in his chair, he asks, “So, what is it you want from me?”

“You are a man with connections.”

He nods thoughtfully.

“Is there anyone outside of the Bratva who would be willing to financially support a new center for victims of slavery?”

He chuckles darkly. “Are you trying to get me in trouble?”

“You said yourself that you hate the ungodly trade of human life. Isn’t it your moral obligation to help those who survive it?”

His lip curls up in a snarl. “How presumptuous of you to lecture me.”

I lean in to look him in the eyes. “Nikolay, I am not asking you to personally fund it. I am simply asking for the name of someone who will. A person I have no association with, so the center won’t be attached to this scandal.”

He lets out a long, slow breath. “I may know someone.”

“Excellent. Dr. Volkov is drawing up the procedures and protocols of his cutting-edge program to hand over to the director of the new center.”

“What about your facility?”

“I have a moral obligation to these young women under my care but, after what happened today, my association with them puts their care in jeopardy.”

“It could take as much as six months to a year to find a new place,” he informs me.

I shake my head. “I have people currently locating a suitable building, and we already have a highly qualified staff familiar with the program. The woman who would run it comes highly recommended. All I need is the financial backing of a philanthropist committed to the program. A third party will approach them and ask them to finance it. With everything in place, it should get up and running quickly.”

“For such a young man, you are remarkably thorough,” Nikolay states, sounding impressed.

“Don’t let my age fool you. I have seen the worst and the best of humanity—it has changed me.”

He looks at me with understanding. “We are alike in that way.”

“As you know, I have personally experienced what happens to these young women if they are not given the care they need. I will not stand by and let that happen, no matter the cost.”

He locks eyes with me. “You mentioned you needed two things. What else do you want, Anton?”

“I need to know where Zuyev is.”

His brow furrows. “Why?”

“I know he is responsible for the capture and rape of several girls who came to me seeking protection.” I narrow my eyes. “When I say girls, I mean children.”

Nikolay grimaces. “I am disheartened to hear it.”

“He is a maggot.” I spit out the words with disgust. “And, he must be put down.”

“Zuyev is a dangerous man, Anton,” Nikolay cautions.

“Until someone stops him, he will continue to destroy lives—I am that man.”

Nikolay says nothing for several moments. I can’t read his expression and wait as he contemplates his next action. “I will give you the man’s location, but I am not responsible for the consequences.”

“That’s all I need.”

He looks at me gravely. “You are playing a dangerous game, Anton.”

“It’s not a game,” I correct him. “This is a matter of life or death.”

Nikolay beckons to one of his men and whispers in his ear.

I watch the man leave.

We sit in silence for several minutes, the sun shining down on us through the branches of the tress. It would be peaceful if it weren’t for the serious nature of this meeting.

When his man returns, he hands Nikolay a piece of paper and steps back.

“Everything you need to know is here,” he states, handing it to me. “Burn it after you’re done.”

“Of course.” I slip the paper into my pocket without glancing at it.

“I believe this calls for another toast,” Nikolay announces. Snapping his fingers, the servant quickly fills our empty glasses.

I raise my shot to him, grateful for the risk he has taken. “Thank you.”

“May God protect your noble heart, Anton Durov.”
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On the drive home, I open the slip of paper and read the note.

Nikolay has given me a list of places Zuyev is known to frequent each week. I am grateful the maggot likes to keep to a set schedule. It will make it that much easier to execute his assassination.

Taking a lesson from my own recent experience, I plan to implicate someone else in the crime to take the suspicion off me. Wanting to kill two birds with one stone, I shoot for one of the biggest.

After several successful raids on sex dens by the police, I have the name of another big player in the Bratva who is profiting from the business. His territories have recently expanded and there are grumblings that he plans to dominate the sex trade in Russia.

Marat Semenov is one of the youngest Pakhan in the Bratva. His aggressive nature makes him loved by some and hated by others. To implicate him in the death of Zuyev will set off an already volatile situation.

If I’m lucky, the warring groups will attack each other and eliminate more of their kind.

For this to work, I must have an alibi that will shield me from scrutiny.

In a sense, whoever started these accusations against me has done me a service. With the press hounding me, and my reputation in ruins, it seems only natural that a coward would run. It would serve me well if the Bratva believes I am one.

I want them to view me as an egotistical child, blinded by money and self-importance. Devastated by the public suddenly turning against me, it only makes sense I would stick my tail between my legs and run.

I chuckle. Such a deception would allow me to work under their radar. I could create havoc for them in the years to come.

I put surveillance on Marat and am not surprised when I discover there is division among his ranks. Marat is a ruthless human being—even toward his own trusted entourage. Armed with that knowledge, it will be easy to create division between them.

I hire the best to make the kill. The highly-trained assassin is familiar with the Lyubertsy District where the hit will take place. It is sobering to realize I have the power to order someone’s death and no one will ever know it.

My unlimited resources make me a threat to any who would oppose me.

I am not a killer by nature, but the need to avenge Lada burns like a raging fire in my soul.

Zuyev must die.

Once the time and place are set, I schedule a flight to America. Before I leave, however, I meet with Lada and the other girls.

I have been dreading this moment.
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As soon as Lada sees me walk through the door, she bursts into tears. “I was afraid I might never see you again.”

“I’m sorry, Lada.”

She stares into my eyes, looking concerned. “Are you okay?”

I force a smile. “I am.”

The others hang back, observing our interaction.

Lada glances at them. “This is Rytsar. He’s the one who gave you the Betas.”

They suddenly break into smiles. Seeing those happy faces fills my heart with joy. All the sacrifices I have made to protect these innocents take on a new and deeper meaning. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to protect them.

“I have something to tell you, Lada.”

Glancing at the others, I say, “To all of you.”

I see the concern return in Lada’s eyes.

“I have found a bigger and better place for you.”

“Why?” Lada cries out.

I hear the fear of abandonment in her voice and force a gentle smile to ease her misgivings. “More girls coming, Lada, and this place isn’t big enough to house all of them.”

She pulls back from me. “Are you going to be there, too?”

“There are so many girls who still need help. My job is to rescue them.” I put my hands on her small shoulders and stare deep into her eyes. “And, it’s your job to heal.”

Her bottom lip trembles. “So, you are leaving us?”

Lada’s question pulls at my heart.

“No. You are always here with me,” I assure her, pressing my hand against my chest. “But, to do my job, I must go.”

“Did I do something wrong?” she whimpers.

“Of course not.” I wrap my arms around her. “All four of you make me proud.”

The others walk up, and I open my arms to include them.

“Don’t go,” one of the girls whispers.

I close my eyes, forcing down my sorrow.

I hate that I have to do this.

Needing them to understand the reason, I explain, “What I’m doing puts you in danger, and I refuse to let anyone hurt you.”

“But you’ll come visit us,” Lada states, rather than asks.

I know my answer will hurt her.

“I can’t, Lada. Not if I want to protect you.”

Tears start to fall down her cheeks.

I lift her chin. “Every time you see a new girl walk through the door in the new place, you’ll know I’m there.”

She lets out a sob.

It’s hard to leave them because I know the difficult road they face.

I look at all four girls. “You don’t know how important you are to me.”

I hope they understand I’m doing this to protect them.

I brought a camera with me, and I hand it to one of the staff members in the room. “Would you take a picture of us?”

Wiping away Lada’s tears, I tell her, “I need you to smile for me.”

Getting down on one knee, I have the girls gather around and say proudly, “You are a part of my family now.” I stare into the lens of the camera, expressing my deep feelings for them in my gaze.

I plan to send a framed photo to each of them. I hope the picture will remind the girls I am always near and I care, even if they can’t see me.
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The instant I step out of the vehicle at the airport, reporters mob me. My men create a protective shield around me, but nothing stops some of the reporters from trying to shove microphones in my face.

They shout insulting questions that make my blood boil, but rather than show my rage, I cower away from the cameras.

I know the role I must play.

Still, I am unprepared when I see Andrev waiting for me, surrounded by a separate group of reporters who are hounding him. I tell my men to bring him to me and make a path for him to join my circle.

I yell above the din surrounding us, “What are you doing here?”

Andrev puts his hand on my shoulder and leans next to my ear. “I wanted to let you know I will check in with Titov. If there is anything I can do to help while you are gone, I will.”

Tears come to my eyes at this unexpected sendoff, and I can’t hold back the emotion when I tell him, “Thank you, Andrev.”

Looking around at the throng of reporters, he says, “You are doing the right thing, Anton. It’s important to focus on yourself right now. This is craziness.”

“Do you want to come with me?” I joke.

He snorts. “If I didn’t have a family, I would.”

I clasp his shoulder. “Take good care of your family and give them my best.”

He smiles. “I will, brother.”

I hug him and watch as some of my men escort him safely away from the madness. For the first time in my life, I’ve had a taste of what it’s like to be part of the family.
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I have not informed Thane I am coming and show up outside his office at the same time of day I normally call him from Russia. As I look at the building where he works, I reach for my phone and dial him.

“Moy droog, what do you say to dropping everything and spending today with me?”

He chuckles. “As always, you call me just as I’m beginning my work day. Much as I’d enjoy it, I can’t afford the time off to travel.”

“You always give me the same excuse. Work, work, work.”

“What can I say? This is my reality.”

“What about tonight?”

“Sorry. I’ve started the Dominant Training course at the Center. I’m completely booked for weeks.”

“You will have to tell me more about this Dominant Training class.”

“I’ll be happy to, but not right now.”

I chuckle. “We’ll talk later, then.” I hang up, tuck the phone in my pocket, and cross the street to the building.

After speaking to the receptionist, I walk into the office and search through the maze of cubicles until I find his.

“Are you ready to talk, moy droog?”

Thane spins in his chair and stares at me in shock.

“Is that a no, then?”

Thane immediately stands up and walks over, clasping my hand tightly. “I can’t believe you’re standing in front of me.”

“Live and in the flesh.”

He grins. “Why?”

I glance around the office and shake my head.

His smile suddenly fades. “Let me speak to my boss.”

A few minutes later, he returns and announces, “I’m free for the rest of the day.” Thane turns off his computer and grabs his jacket. “Where to?”

“The beach, moy droog.”

He places his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

I insist he leave his car at work and ride with me. When he gets into my vehicle and sees the other men, he frowns. “Why so many guards?”

I simply shrug.

Thane settles in his seat, glancing at me with concern.

During the drive, I stare out the window at the palm trees lining the street. “I have missed these trees.”

“Pretty much nothing has changed since you left. Same weather, same palm trees, same smog.”

I chuckle. “That’s why I like the beach. The ocean is always changing.”

Thane nods, smiling slightly.

“When was the last time you’ve been to the beach, comrade?”

He snorts. “It’s been a while.”

“You realize without me in your life, you have none.”

He chuckles but keeps glancing at my men, clearly worried.

After the driver parks, I get out of the vehicle and tell the guards to walk behind us. Thane joins me as I take a stroll along the beach, breathing in the fresh ocean air.

Having waited long enough, he asks, “What’s happened, Durov?”

“Before I tell you, let’s have a drink.” I change direction and start walking toward the beach house.

Thane laughs when he suddenly realizes where we are. “Did you buy the place?”

I grin at the house I stayed at during college. “I have too many memories tied up here to let it go.”

I unlock the door and insist he enters first. My entourage follows behind me and I tell them to give us some space. They split up, taking posts around the perimeter of the property.

“The fact that you have so many guards has me concerned, my friend.”

“It is necessary, brother.” I grab two glasses and a bottle from the freezer.

As I pour the vodka, I tell him, “As you know, after Lada showed up at my door, I felt called to establish a refuge for survivors rescued from the slavers.”

“Yes. Last I heard, it was going well.”

I don’t bother with a toast and throw back the vodka, needing its fiery burn. “It is going well, moy droog. Which is why I hate that I must shut it down.”

He frowns. “What happened?”

“Heinous accusations were lodged against Dr. Volkov, who I had overseeing the program. Naturally, those same accusations were quickly directed at me. My reputation has been destroyed, along with the integrity of the program we started.”

Thane snarls. “This reminds me of what happened to my father. I hate the fucking press.”

“It has been hell, moy droog. However, none of it compares to being forced to shut down the facility to protect the girls from the fallout.”

Thane puts his hand on my shoulder. “I know how important it was to you.”

I let out a long, painful sigh. “At least the girls will be taken care of. I’ve seen to it.”

“Do you know who did this?”

I look him in the eyes. “I don’t, but I will not rest until I find them.”

I pour us each another glass. I let the warmth of the liquor soothe my tired, war-torn soul. “There has been one bright spot in all of this.”

Thane raises his eyebrow. “What’s that?”

“Andrev. While the rest of my family publicly disowned me after the scandal broke, he has stuck by my side.”

“That’s unexpected.”

“It gives me hope for the future, comrade.”

Thane sighs, knowing the difficult history between Andrev and me. “Well, I hope to God he doesn’t let you down.”

I laugh. “Not to worry. I don’t expect much from him.”
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We spend the day relaxing on the beach. After being emotionally beaten, the sound of the waves rolling in helps heal my soul, and the presence of my one true brother grounds me.

When he informs me that it’s time for him to leave for class, I’m both saddened and reluctant to see him go.

“Can’t you skip one night, moy droog?”

“Unfortunately, I can’t. The course is only six weeks, and every night covers something new.”

“Damn.”

“Why don’t you come with me? You can check out the place while I’m in class. They always have something going on there.”

Not wanting to spend the evening alone, I agree.

We drive back to his work so he can pick up his car.

When I see it, I laugh out loud. “What is this?”

Thane looks at his car with fondness. “I named her Motivation. Unc gave it to me as a graduation present. She may be old, but I can’t complain.” He shrugs. “She gets me around.”

I shake my head, amused by how hideous it is. “I’d be happy to buy you a suitable vehicle.”

“While I appreciate the offer, I love this car.”

“Why?” I chuckle.

Thane takes out his phone and shows me a red sports car. “This is a Lotus, and I plan to own one.” He looks back at his car, smiling. “And, there is no better motivation than getting into this car every morning.”

I slap him on the back, admiring his resolve. “I can only imagine the satisfaction when you get into your new sports car for the first time. I envy you.”

His eyes flash with excitement. “I look forward to it every day.”

I tell my men, “I want to take a ride in my comrade’s car. Follow us.”

I force myself not to laugh when the hinges squeak as I open the door. Getting into the vehicle, I sit back, appreciating this moment.

Someday, years from now, when I look back on this, I will be able to share in my friend’s personal victory.

I grin when we pull up to the large brick building that houses the Training Center. I’m familiar with the place, having been here once before with Thane while we were still in college. I’ve never forgotten the auction we witnessed here.

“Can you take part in the auctions now?”

Thane smiles as he gets out of the car. “I can, but I plan to wait until after I finish the course.”

“Why am I not surprised?” I chuckle.

Thane leaves to begin his class while I wander the halls of the Training Center.

I’m stopped by one of the trainers I met the night I visited. “Can I help you?”

I’ve never forgotten this man with the dark eyes. The intensity of his gaze has the power to make me mute. I thrust out my hand. “Hello, Marquis Gray.”

He takes it, shaking my hand firmly. “I’m surprised to see you here, Mr. Durov.”

The trainer already has me edgy. I dislike the way his eyes drill into a person.

I quickly explain, “I’m waiting for Thane’s class to end. He suggested I check out the place.”

Marquis Gray nods curtly. “If that’s the case, I highly recommend Room 136. Enjoy your evening.”

“Thank you.”

I watch him walk away, amused by how easily he’s piqued my curiosity. I head straight to Room 136 and hear the haunting melody of a flute playing behind the door. I open it a crack and a peek inside.

I see a woman, intricately tied in rope, being lifted into the air. The submissive has her eyes closed—the look of ecstasy on her face is breathtaking. I glance at the Dom to find him staring at me.

When our eyes meet, I realize I know the man.

He smiles and nods, indicating I should sit.

I quietly shut the door behind me and take a seat on the floor.

Although I don’t recall his name, I remember meeting this man on a park bench. What he said then has remained with me. You are strong enough for whatever comes next.

The kid couldn’t have known the hell I was about to face back then, but his words helped me on several occasions.

The melody of the song he has chosen sets a calming environment. The gentle touches he uses on his sub contrasts with the strength and power of the rope as he adjusts them to create new poses while she hangs in the air.

I thought I knew what Kinbaku was, but I was wrong. This man is a Master at what he does. It is not bondage—it is an art with a purpose.

The process of his binding is sophisticated and involved. After several minutes, he starts lowering her slowly, maintaining her grace and beauty as she meets the floor again.

He holds her in his arms, rocking her gently and whispering to her as he begins gradually unbinding her. It is an intimate exchange as he pulls the rope from her body, kissing and talking quietly to her the entire time. When he is done, she is covered in the beautiful marks left by the pattern of the rope.

I nod in appreciation.

When he is finished, he kisses her one last time. The girl stands up gracefully and bows to him before leaving the room.

As he turns off the music, I get back to my feet and walk over to him, holding out my hand.

He grasps it warmly. “It is good to see you again, Rytsar Durov.”

I give him a half-grin. “I apologize. I remember you, but I’m embarrassed to say I’ve forgotten your name.”

He bows his head slightly. “Ren Nosaka.”

“That’s right.” I shake his hand more vigorously. “It appears you took my advice and reached out to the Center.”

He smiles. “Yes. I am grateful you gave me that card. It proved exceedingly valuable.”

“As was your advice to me.”

“If memory serves me right, I owe you a lunch.”

“You owe me nothing,” I assure him. “Watching you this evening is payment enough.”

“Would you have tea with me then, after I clean up?”

“Da. I’d like that.”

While Nosaka bundles up the jute, he asks, “Have your troubles eased?”

I snort in laughter. “No, they continue to surprise me.”

“I am sorry to hear that.”

Not interested in focusing on my own troubles, I ask him, “How have things gone for you?”

His easy smile says it all. “I work a day job and teach a Kinbaku class for beginners here at night. I have also been asked to participate in their Submissive Training Program.”

I raise my eyebrows. “As an instructor?”

He shakes his head, chuckling. “No, simply in practicums with some of their students. I’ve been given the privilege of introducing new submissives to the power of jute. What brings you here?”

“I have a friend taking the Dominant course.”

Ren stops bundling his rope and asks with interest, “What’s his name?”

“Thane Davis.”

He smiles. “I know Sir Davis.”

“I was just wandering the hall, waiting for his class to end, when Marquis Gray suggested I come observe you.”

“I’m glad he did.” Nosaka places the bundles of jute inside his tool bag and rolls up his mat. “Let’s have that tea.”

He leads me down the hall to a large lounge.

While he fixes the tea, I sit at one of the tables in silence, appreciating the peaceful mood his scene has inspired.

He joins me and places a steaming cup in front of me.

I enjoy the comfortable silence between us while I enjoy the subtle flavor of the green tea.

Nosaka places his cup down quietly and asks, “Tell me what brought you here.”

I chuckle. “I already told you. I tagged along with Thane.”

He sweeps his long bangs back and smiles. “I mean—what brought you back to LA?”

“More trouble,” I grunt, thinking back on it. “But it’s nothing I can’t handle, just needed to take a break from it.”

He nods, holding my gaze.

We go back to sipping our tea in silence.

For some reason, the girls come to mind and I unconsciously frown.

“What’s wrong?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. Just thinking about people I had to leave behind.”

I take several sips of the tea, swallowing down the sudden wave of sadness that washes over me.

After several minutes, I find I can’t shake it. I down the rest of the tea so I can leave.

But Nosaka immediately refills it.

“I’ve got to go,” I explain.

“Just one more cup.”

I sigh, but reluctantly decide to stay.

“Tell me something…anything,” I command, not wanting to sit inside my own head.

“You grieve for someone.”

I close my eyes. I regret asking the question.

To Nosaka’s credit, he says nothing more.

I look down at the tea, losing myself in my thoughts.

I feel as if I am standing on a precipice.

“I’m going to miss them…” I mutter under my breath as I take a sip.

Nosaka looks at me with compassion, but I’m not sure I appreciate it.

“Anyway…” I say dismissively.

He surprises me when he says, “You seem scared of something.”

I snarl, “I’m not scared of anything or anyone!”

Nosaka says nothing, but does not shrink from my anger.

The more I think about his words, the madder it makes me. I would take on the world if I had to…

“I’m pissed, Nosaka. I’m mad that the one thing that gave me purpose—the one thing I was proud of—has been ripped from me.”

My burning rage abruptly changes to profound sadness when I see Tatianna’s smiling face. The vision breaks me inside.

I’ve failed her again…

I didn’t realize until now how much the facility meant to me. It gave me the ability to bring hope to a desperate situation. But, even more than that, it provided a living connection to Tatianna.

I am lost without it.

I give Nosaka a sidelong glance and confess, “I don’t know where I go from here.”

He looks at me with understanding. “The beauty of life is there are many paths that lead to the same goal. Choose the path that brings you peace.”

I let out a tortured sigh. “I don’t know what that is.”

He smiles confidently. “You will.”
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Just days before the new year, I get the text from Titov that I have been waiting for.

I hope you are well, gospodin.

His message lets me know the hit is complete.

I feel a sense of justice knowing Zuyev’s reign of terror is over. I scan the Russian news and am pleased to see his death splashed everywhere. An unidentified gunman fired three shots from a sniper gun at Zuyev near a restaurant in the Lyubertsy District. Zuyev was hit twice in the groin and once in the jaw. Witnesses stated it was a gory scene as he bled out outside the restaurant before paramedics could arrive.

We purposely planned the hit to take place near a common hangout for Marat Semenov’s men so it will arouse suspicion.

Within days, the different factions start pointing fingers at each other, including Marat himself. With so much money at stake in the human trade, the Bratva immediately turns on itself.

I sit back, gratified to witness the chaos I have created.

Although death does not excite me, the preservation of life does. While the warring factions distract themselves with infighting, the task force will continue its raids. Little by little, we will break them.

“What’s up with you?” Thane asks, biting into an apple as he looks out at the ocean. “You seem distracted.”

I smile at him. “Things seem to be turning around for me, moy droog.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I think I will be able to return home without having to face reporters.

He sets down his apple, looking at me in surprise. “What’s changed?”

My smile grows wider. “There is unrest within the Bratva.”

“That is a good thing.”

“It certainly is, comrade.”

“I have to say, I will hate to see you go. You always make life more interesting.”

“It’s my God-given talent.”

Thane nods, chuckling. “Any idea what you’ll do once you get back home?”

I frown, feeling troubled when I tell him the truth. “I have no idea, moy droog.”

“You’ll figure it out,” he assures me, taking another bite of his apple.

“That’s what Nosaka said, but I’m no closer to figuring it out than I was the day I came here.”

“Get an old beater car and drive it around for a couple of months. You’d be surprised by how inspiring it is.”

“I hope I never have to resort to such tactics,” I laugh.

“Coward.”

I smack him hard on the back, sending his apple flying. We both watch as it lands on the beach.

“Well, damn,” he mutters.

I bump his shoulder, finding his sand-ridden apple amusing.

He picks it up and throws it into the ocean. Immediately, seagull starts fighting over it.

“Are you sure you don’t want to move to Russia, comrade?”

“Sorry, I happen to like the sun and warm weather.”

I growl good-naturedly. “So be it.”

“You could always stay a little longer,” he suggests.

I shake my head, “Nyet. I need to find out who was behind my character assassination and where the money went.” I smash my fist into my palm and grind it. “Somebody must to pay.”

“Be careful, Durov. I need you to stay in one piece…at least until I can show off my new wheels.”

I smirk. “I’m not sure I’m going to make it to next week, but I’ll try my best, moy droog.” I throw my arm around him. “But don’t make me wait until I’m old and gray.”

“Pompous ass,” he snarls good-naturedly.

I will miss our easy banter. There is no one else who knows me as well or treats me like an equal.
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I land in Moscow on the morning of my birthday, a significantly different man than I was a year ago.

Thankfully, there are no reporters waiting for me at the airport. Since I’ve been away, there have been three more hits within the Bratva factions. I deeply appreciate the trash taking itself out.

On a whim, I tell Igor to drive to Andrev’s. I have no interest in celebrating my birthday, but I have brought American toys for his children. Mainly, I feel the need to connect with his family. I have never once stepped into his home, and it’s time I change that.

When I knock on the door, I’m surprised a child answers it. He looks up at me with wide eyes and stares at my bald head.

“Is your father home?”

He shakes his head, his eyes growing bigger.

“Do you know who I am?”

He shakes his head again.

“I’m your uncle.”

I gesture to Titov, who is holding the wrapped gifts. “I brought presents. Is your mother home?”

He just nods, his eyes now fixated on the gifts.

“Can I speak with her?”

He shuts the door.

I turn to Titov and shrug.

When the door opens again, Natalia gushes her apology. “I’m so sorry, Anton. Please come in. Petya was just surprised to see you.”

“As are you, I’m sure.”

She blushes. “I’m so happy you’ve come to visit, but, unfortunately, Andrev is out and I am unsure when he will return.”

“I’ll just stay a few minutes, then. I brought some gifts from the States.”

Natalia glances at Titov’s full arms. “That is so kind of you.”

“It is my sincere pleasure.”

She bows her head slightly, her blush growing pinker. “Let me get the children while you take a seat.”

I sit down in their formal living room, feeling out of place. The only thing familiar is the photo of my mother on the mantle. I haven’t seen her smiling face in so long, and I am drawn to the photo. When I stand up to get a closer look, the troop of children walks in. They range in age from the toddler to the young girl I saw in Andrev’s picture.

Seeing her pulls at my heart.

I make a big show of it as I hand out the presents to the children and then give Natalia her gift.

She smiles bashfully. “You didn’t need to get me anything, Anton. Especially when it’s your birthday.”

“I wanted to, Natalia. I’m thankful for the difference you have made in my brother’s life.”

Her blush deepens.

“Please, open it.”

She sits down and carefully unwraps the present, commenting on the pretty paper. I find it amusing how careful she is with it, going so far as to fold the paper up neatly and lay the bow on top of it.

Finally, she lifts the lid and gasps as she picks up the delicate shawl.

“I found it at a boutique near the beach in California. The colors remind me of sunsets over the ocean.”

“It’s so beautiful, Anton,” she says in awe.

“I’m happy you like it.”

“Please, can I get you something to drink? Or, would you rather have something to eat? I’m happy to make you anything you’d like.”

“I don’t need anything,” I chuckle.

The five-year-old squeals with delight, holding up one of the miniature cars from the large collection I gave him.

I grin, watching his pure joy when he grabs another car and rolls them both on the floor.

While the children play, I look at their oldest daughter and tell Natalia, “I’m sorry to hear about the death of your best friend’s child.”

She looks confused. “What do you mean?”

I nod to her daughter. “Andrev said she was best friends with your daughter.”

“Are you talking about Nina? She’s fine. That girl is growing so tall.”

Now, I’m the one who is confused. “Maybe I misunderstood Andrev. He told me you knew a child who was kidnapped by the Bratva.”

She crinkles her brow. “No…I have no idea who you are talking about. Is it possible you’re thinking of one of your other brothers?” She smiles. “You have so many.”

I feel a cold pit form in my stomach and my ears start to ring.

“I must be,” I lie.

I glance at Titov standing near the door and try to keep my voice calm. “It’s time we leave.”

He nods.

“Please don’t feel you must rush off, Anton,” Natalia says. “It’s such a pleasure to spend time with you.”

I force a smile. “Thank you for your kind hospitality.”

Before I leave, I glance at the four children who are lost in play with their new presents.

“Take care, Natalia.”

“Happy birthday, Anton.”

The irony of this birthday “gift” from my brother is not lost on me.

The moment I am out of the house, I start shaking with rage and tell Titov, “Andrev lied to me. He’s been lying this entire time!”

Titov growls under his breath.

Armed with this revelation, I go back to my staff and start questioning them about Andrev’s actions, starting with the first day he came to volunteer. But, the entire time I am interrogating them, all I can think is what a fool I was not to suspect him.

Andrev’s show of brotherly love was a calculated act from the very beginning—from the moment he showed me the picture of the little girl. I wonder how many times Andrev has laughed at me behind my back for being so gullible.

After extensive questioning, it becomes painfully clear he is guilty.

I excuse myself and walk out the door, heading straight to the pole.

I stare at it with hostility.

Andrev always thought of me as the whipping boy and often called me it to my face.

What I wouldn’t have given to exchange places with him back then, even once. To watch the fear on his face as Father raised the whip in the seconds before Andrev felt his skin explode in pain.

This world isn’t fair. It never has been.

What guts me the most is knowing Andrev understood the importance of our work. He met the girls and could put a face to the suffering we were trying to ease. And, yet…to cover his tracks, he brought down not only me but the good doctor. He even destroyed the very facility he had volunteered to help.

There is no greater betrayal.

I think back to how he insisted the Bratva was responsible, and how he’d personally seen me off at the airport, undoubtedly grateful I was leaving.

Did he honestly think I would never find out?

I have to laugh, though. Andrev was only able to steal two million rubles because the account was limited. The money will prove cold comfort in the years ahead.

I hope it was worth it.

Since he stole such a relatively small amount, I assume my other brothers were not involved. I can’t see Andrev sharing it with them, but I don’t trust any of them.

Now that I know the truth, I have to make a decision about Andrev.

I stare at the pole while I formulate my plan.

I will not press charges. Not because I am merciful, but because it would only hurt me in the end. If the media were to catch wind that my brother stole the money and was the one responsible for assassinating my character, I would become the laughingstock of Moscow.

I have suffered enough!

While I want nothing more to do with Andrev, I cannot forget Natalia or the children. They are innocent pawns in this crime.

The stipend is meant for them, so I will continue to pay it.

Rather than have Andrev arrested and dragged to jail, I will leave him to raise his family and wonder if and when the ax will fall.

Once my decision is made, I go on a drive to hunt him down.

I find him at a bar, drinking with his friends.

Andrev looks shocked when I enter the establishment.

I smile, wanting to ease his guilty soul—for the moment.

“Come, have a drink with me while I buy a round for your friends,” I tell him.

I plunk down money on the counter and ask for a bottle and two shot glasses while the waitress refills his friends’ glasses.

Sitting at a small table in the corner, I smirk at Andrev as I pour the vodka.

His buddies hold up their glasses to me, shouting, “Za vas!”

I smile and nod at them.

Andrev laughs as he watches his friends, then turns to me. I can see the shadow of worry in his eyes. “I’m surprised to see you back so soon from America.”

I grin, pushing his glass toward him. “I’m a Russian. I had to come back.”

Holding up my glass, I say loudly so everyone can hear, “Here’s to brotherhood!”

“To brotherhood,” he chants, clinking his glass against mine.

I purposely let the shot glass slip from my fingers the moment our glasses make contact, and I watch as the vodka spills all over the table.

“Let me clean that up for you, Rytsar Durov,” a waitress nearby insists while she runs over to hastily mop it up with a towel.

Once she leaves, I look Andrev directly in the eyes.

“I know what you did.”

His smile suddenly falters.

I tell him in a low voice full of venom, “Some things in life can never be forgiven.”

All color drains from his face.

Standing up, I clap him on the shoulder, digging my fingers into his skin with a vice-like grip hard enough to leave bruises. I smile when I hear his pathetic whimper.

To everyone in the bar, I announce, “Andrev just offered to buy the next three rounds to ring in the new year.”

I walk out amid a din of enthusiastic cheers.

From this point forward, Andrev is dead to me.

[image: * * *]

I return to Vorobyevy Gory needing to feel close to Tatianna and trudge up the hill with my entourage following silently behind me.

Feeling numb and devoid of emotion, I stand at the top of the hill and scan the Moscow skyline.

Everything looks cold and bleak.

“I need you, Tatianna!” I call out, not caring when passersby stare at me.

I’ve just turned twenty-two, but I feel as if I am a hundred years old.

I have lost everything—my soulmate, my mother, the facility, and any chance of connecting with my family.

There is nothing to hold me to Russia…

But this is the Motherland. The place of my birth, and the burial place of the women I loved.

I stand on the hill, needing to feel a connection but, after an hour of deafening silence, the sun begins to set with its brilliant colors filling the sky.

I am left to face the sad realization there is nothing for me here.

I turn to face Moscow State University with tears in my eyes, remembering how excited Tatianna was to attend there.

“You had so much ahead of you, Tatianna. You would have changed the world, my love.”

Turning away, I start down the hill, feeling a dark chill seep into my soul.

A sparrow catches my eye. I follow it with my gaze as it flies toward the majestic building of the university.

“Vorobyshek…”

The moment I say her name out loud, it feels as if a bolt of electricity shoots through me, and goosebumps rise on my skin.

Nosaka mentioned there were many paths to the same goal, and I suddenly understand my path has been in front of me this entire time.

I have the power to make Tatianna’s lifelong dream come true…

Heading back down the hill, I call Titov.

“Meet me at the apartment.”

The long trek back nearly drives me insane as Igor weaves his way through the gridlocked traffic of Moscow. Now that I know the path I need to take, I am impatient to begin.

I find Titov waiting for me when I enter my apartment.

“What’s wrong, gospodin?”

“Nothing is wrong,” I tell him, unable to contain my excitement. “I just visited Vorobyevy Gory.”

“And…?”

“Tatianna planned to graduate from Moscow State University.”

“I know this,” he states impatiently.

“Do you remember the subject she wanted to get her Master’s Degree in?”

“Linguistics. She always had a talent for words, even as a child.”

I nod. “And why did Tatianna want to become a linguist?”

I see the pain in his eyes when he answers. “My sister was passionate about preserving the Russian languages.”

“Exactly!” I smile excitedly.

My heart beats faster as I explain, “We can attract the top linguistic talents in Russia with grants and scholarships. We will have them travel to every corner of our Motherland to preserve the unique languages and customs of our people.”

Now that he understands, I watch with satisfaction as a smile spreads across his face.

Closing my eyes, my vision unfolds as I tell him, “I see a majestic building housing a museum and a library. Tatianna wanted to create a wealth of knowledge to be shared with the world and future generations. We will build such a place and name it in her honor.”

His eyes flash with excitement. “Yes, gospodin!”

I grab a piece of paper and my hand starts to fly as I sketch the building I see in my mind.

Titov and I spend the next few hours planning every aspect of the building.

I’m passionate about this new project, but it grieves my heart knowing my beautiful sparrow won’t be heading it. My only solace is that her big brother is going to have a hand in making her vision a reality.

My work to dismantle the Bratva will not stop until every trafficker is dead or behind bars. And I will continue to look over the girls rescued in the raids, gratified to learn a tradition has started at the center—every girl is given a Beta the first day she arrives.

However, this new project connects me to Tatianna in a unique way.

It has given me new life.

[image: * * *]

I lay in bed that night, as random fireworks light up the Moscow sky, and feel a deep sense of peace envelop me.

“The Tatianna Linguistic Preservation Center of Russia,” I say out loud and smile. “How does that sound, vorobyshek?”

I have come to understand nothing precious is ever lost.

Love cannot die.

Despite the horrors I’ve faced, I am luckier than most. I have found my soulmate. Tatianna makes me a stronger man, and her spirit remains with me.

Even death can’t separate us.

As long as I live, I will work to make sure my beautiful sparrow is never forgotten.

I close my eyes and can almost feel the weight of her head pressed against my chest as we lie together, my arms wrapped around her.

In my mind’s eye, Tatianna looks up at me with those deep blue eyes and sexy arched eyebrows and smiles.

As beautiful as she is, her look of pure love steals my breath.

I gaze at her with the same intense love and make a solemn vow. “Mark my words, Tatianna. You and I will change the world.”

[image: The End]
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