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Chapter One


Xeniya Morozova

Age 25

Ten years Ago

The world was sterile, cold, and haunting.

I drew in a sharp breath of icy, burning air that scraped every inch of my throat as it traveled into my lungs. It was awful. So fucking awful. The breath was like a runaway train hurtling through a tunnel with no light in sight.

I coughed, choking.

My eyes snapped open, and I was met with darkness. Not a single sliver of light existed here. Just sheer, utter darkness. Somewhere in the distance, muffled sounds drifted toward me. A whimper escaped my lips, and my hands shot out in front of me, striking a hard, freezing surface.

It wasn’t wood, chains, or concrete. It was metal. Smooth, freezing metal.

Fuck.

What new torture did they have in store for me now? Another sob escaped my lips before I could stop it.

This was bad. The Order was going to freeze me to death… again? Wasn’t that how I’d already died? I rubbed my head. I thought so.

In a bath?

The world blurred. I heard a fragile scream and the awful sound of fingernails scraping against metal, all of it grating against my ears. And it took me far too long to realize the sound was me.

My skin burned, every nerve alive with a strange, prickling heat that spread deeper every time I moved, making me sluggish and stiff until everything felt wrong. But then everything had been wrong for the last three years.

I was betrayed by the man I loved, kidnapped, raped, tortured, and murdered.

When was enough, enough? I didn’t know.

But the one thing I knew for sure: I was a fighter. 

But to fight, I needed to calm the fuck down. 

Calm the fuck down. 

I sucked in a slow, awful breath and pinched my eyes shut. I counted to ten, trying to ground myself, then began moving my hands across every surface, seeking any clue that would bring me answers.

A thin plastic sheet covered my body. Smooth stainless steel surrounded me on all sides, and a metal tray rested on rails beneath my back. 

I rubbed my temples as realization slowly dawned on me, because I knew where I had to be. A mortuary refrigerator cabinet. No other logical explanation fit. I was confined, and there were rails underneath me, and it was freezing.

And I had died. 

But if I were in a morgue freezer, then I could get out. I read in a book once that they were designed to be opened from the inside.

You know, in case a corpse decided to rise from the dead and walk out.

Like me, and I would really like to walk out right now.

I kicked at the metal door, but my feet hit nothing. They passed straight through as if the metal wasn’t even there, except it was.

My feet went through it!

What the hell?

My body recoiled, and my legs tingled. The door was solid, yet my feet still went through it. Pulling my knees back, I slowly moved my legs forward again, waving them, and passing them through the metal once more. 

What in the world? 

“I heard sounds coming from Jane Doe’s refrigerator,” a woman said from outside my chamber. 

“Doubtful. She is very, very dead, Andrea. You cut her open.” A second voice. 

“I know, it’s just...” She hesitated and then lowered her voice. “We should check.”

The door creaked open, light flooded in, and I blinked several times to adjust to it. Two people stood on either side of me, their expressions dripping with shock. They looked as though they had seen a ghost.

Of course, they hadn’t.

Which was precisely their problem. 

“Where did she go?” they both said at once, one voice timid and low, the other frantic and loud. 

I sat upright, fixing my gaze on the woman’s face, but she didn’t even blink or acknowledge my existence at all. She just stared right through me.

Through me.

Because I was a ghost?

A ghost.

I examined my hands. They were translucent, with a glowing ring around their edges, yet neither examiner seemed to notice. I turned my hands over, but the movement didn’t even faze them. Because they couldn’t see me at all.

I was a ghost.

I had died. 

But then why did my skin burn? And why did my lungs feel so squeezed for air? 

Dead people couldn't feel pain, right? Because if we could, that was utterly unfair. Death was supposed to be a sweet release, and an end to hurt and torment, not this.

Could this be hell? 

I was a murderer and a mobster. Hardly an innocent woman and certainly not a saint. But did the thousands of wrongs the Order committed against me outweigh my own?

I didn’t know.

I jumped off the table before they could slide me back into the freezer, because absolutely no thanks to that plan. Waking up in the morgue once was more than enough for me.

But as I moved, the sheet fell off me, and both people let out a startled noise.

“Was that you?”

“No.”

Well, oops, I’d forgotten about the sheet. The moment it slipped off me, it materialized out of thin air and fluttered to the floor.

That must have been a sight to see.

“It was probably the wind…”

“Yeah, because there is wind in the morgue refrigerator,” the woman said sarcastically. 

They stared at each other, wide-eyed, before pushing the tray back into the refrigerator and returning to the lab. I followed. Beyond the dim refrigerator room, the lab was bright, an unforgiving white—hospital white—with every polished surface reflecting the overhead lights.

And it assaulted me. 

Then it hit me. 

Oh my god. I could see. My chin quivered. I saw everything: equipment lined the room, cracks snaked through the tiled floor, and jars of what looked like human organs sat on the countertops. I gagged.

Tears blurred my vision, and a rough sob escaped my lips as I clamped a hand over my mouth before the medical examiners could hear me. I could see. 

“We need to tell them,” the woman said.

“No, thanks.”

“We need to. It might be part of their investigation.”

The man let out a long-suffering sigh. “Fine, but they are going to blame us for the disappearing corpse.”

The woman’s face blanched. “Fuck,” she said under her breath, but she still motioned for him to follow, and they left the lab.

I followed as they crossed a pedestrian bridge connecting two red-brick buildings. They walked mostly in silence. The woman wrung her hands, and the man was stiff as a board.

On the other side of the bridge was a security checkpoint. The FBI was no joke. When we reached the offices, the detectives and the special agents were in the middle of a heated meeting about a brutal killing, and they were yelling something about jurisdiction.

Photographs of a young woman were pinned to a murder board. A beautiful brunette posed reading The Godfather in front of the famous painting A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte. Thick red stitches sealed her lips, and words were embroidered into her body, marring the skin beneath a sheer white dress.

I averted my eyes, tears sliding down my cold, invisible cheeks. 

That poor girl. 

No one deserved to die like that.

My jaw locked as the voices around me faded and the room receded, leaving only the photograph and the relentless pounding in my ears. My vision blurred into colors, and a sudden spike of fear rattled through my bones.

I couldn’t see again. 

For a moment, I froze, until I realized only tears were coating my sight. I wasn’t blind.

I turned on my heel and fled the room. I couldn’t handle this. The last thing I needed was to discover pictures of my corpse, and I didn’t want to know why I’d ended up in an FBI morgue.

Honestly, I was a little surprised I wasn’t thrown into a ditch somewhere or melted in an oil drum.

I shuddered and glanced down. Shit, I was so naked.

Completely and totally.

Clothes. I needed clothes. My heart sank, because unfortunately, the only place I could think of finding any was an evidence room.

The last thing I wanted to do was steal some poor dead girl’s clothing. But what was the other option? Going out into public naked, where I might possibly become visible again.

Or was I going to stay a ghost?

Shifting my weight from one foot to the other, I bit at my fingernails. Ghost or not, I still wanted to be a clothed one.

After nearly forty minutes of searching—and discovering things I really shouldn't have seen—I finally found the evidence room. A few minutes later, I was staring at a blue dress speckled with blood.

Only then did it occur to me to wonder whether the clothes would be visible to everyone else.

Would they look as if they were floating through the air?

It would have been hilarious if that were the case, but the moment I touched the dress, it turned translucent, a faint halo appearing around its edges.

Did everything I touch do this?

To test it, I picked up a gun wrapped in an evidence bag, watching it vanish as my fingers touched it, then reappear when I put it down.

Strange. 

And possibly very useful. 

Useful or not, I needed to get the fuck out of here. 

So, I left the evidence room, ran out of the FBI office, and nearly hit a man walking down the street. Even as I opened my mouth to apologize, even as the words formed on my tongue, the man kept walking, completely oblivious to me. Bile churned in my stomach. Then everything hit all at once—the blare of car horns, bits of conversation, brakes squealing, sirens off in the distance—and I clamped my hands over my ears and fell to my knees just as the reek of the city hit me.

The thick, rancid stench of urine. 

And I recognized where I was immediately. 

Downtown Chicago. 

Beneath my palms, the sidewalk felt rough and gritty, its uneven surface biting into my skin as I doubled over. I pressed harder, letting the sting anchor me. What was happening to me? My chest tightened, and a skitter of fear ran up my spine.

A strangled sound erupted from my chest, and I sat back on my heels. My very bare heels, with the pavement scraping against my soles.

Fuck. Shoes. I really should have stolen shoes too. Being barefoot in the city was not a good idea. Lord knew what littered the streets. Needles. Drugs. Broken glass. Human waste. The list went on and on.

And I was wearing a dress that barely covered my ass, looking like a crime victim. Not that anyone could see me.

I. Was. A. Ghost. 

But I was free. 

Sunlight shone down on my face, and I lifted my chin to meet it. Warmth cascaded over me, and for the first time, I let myself feel the sun’s caress without fearing an attack from an Order member.

I bathed in the warmth and light for one moment. 

It was nice. Peaceful. 

But the honking of a horn broke me out of it, ripping me from my tranquility and thrusting me back into reality. 

I was in downtown Chicago with nowhere to go. 

Three years had irrevocably changed my life. I didn’t have one anymore.

There was nothing to go back to.

Frantically, I looked around for a safe place, but there was nothing. Nowhere safe to go. No money, no house, and no support.

Maybe I could pickpocket?

Going back to my family was out of the question. Severin, too. Their betrayal had made certain of that.

I chewed on my bottom lip, trying to figure out a plan, but twenty minutes later, I still had nothing.

Then a deep red Lamborghini pulled up beside me, and the window rolled down.

"Get inside." The black-haired woman watched me with unsettling familiarity, everything about her dark and haunting, like she'd just clawed her way out of a mirror or something equally horrific.

I glanced around. She must have been talking to someone else because I was still invisible. 

But there was no one else around. 

“Yes, you, invisible girl.”

I scrambled to my feet, nearly tipping over, my pulse thundering. Who the fuck was she, and how could she see me? 

“Get inside, Xeniya, and I will explain everything.”

A tremor swept through me, and I stumbled back again. 

The car behind her honked its horn because she had stopped in the middle of the street. But the black-haired beauty only glanced over her shoulder. “We don’t have all day.” 

I folded my arms across my chest and examined this gothic woman. I was pretty sure I’d completely lost the ability to use my words, not from dying and becoming a ghost, but from the shock of this lady being able to see me.

She muttered, “Fine,” and rolled her eyes as I remained motionless and silent.

Then her body vanished. 

Just like mine. 

When she reappeared, her hair had turned white, as though every trace of color had been drained from it.

What the fuck?

“Get in, Xeniya. I’m like you. A woman murdered by evil men, and I am here to help you.”

My feet grew heavy. She knew my name. My name. There was no reason to trust this woman or believe a word she said. But I had no money, no answers, and nowhere else to go, and besides, what was the worst thing that could happen? She’d rape me?

I’d live through that.

She’d kill me?

Been there and done that.

I’d survived three years worse than hell. They'd taken my freedom, my body, my sight, and eventually my life. What else was left?

What could be worse?

But who was I kidding? I’d just had a full-blown panic attack, and I was a fucking mess. So…

Fuck it. I pulled the door handle and climbed inside the car.

“Finally.” She sighed and glanced into her rear-view mirror. “My name is Sabine. Make sure you buckle up because I have no idea if a Fury can die. Better not risk it.”
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Chapter Two


Xeniya Morozova

Age 25

Ten years Ago

All of my scars were gone. Every single one was nonexistent. From the one on my knee when I fell off my bike at five years old, to the word whore branded on my inner thighs.

Every single one gone.

My fingers drifted to my lower abdomen, searching for the raised lettering I'd traced more times than I cared to remember. Severin’s name. Sometimes, in my prison cell, I traced it to remember him; other times, to curse his name.

But there was nothing. Only smooth, unblemished skin.

Horror raked through me because they were all gone. A whisper of a long-lost memory. Just like me. A Forgotten.

I shuddered and tried to focus on something else.

My hair was arctic-fox white now. Even after I’d exited what I was calling my ghost form. It hadn’t returned to my brown color, and maybe it never would. My body was solid again, the translucent halo surrounding it was gone, and my senses felt more… human?

Less overstimulated, and more normal.

Everything was strange and absurd, and I had no idea what to do.

Sabine had left me alone in a cozy room within a massive Victorian-style house.

The decor matched the old feel of the place. Dark wallpaper lined the walls, and three grand fireplaces stood throughout the house. Crown molding, jewel tones, and velvet-lined furniture filled the rooms. A gramophone even sat in the living room, or at least I was fairly certain it was a gramophone. I’d seen it on my way up the stairs.

A faint smell of old wood and dust hung in the air, and somewhere near the heart of the house, the floorboards creaked as if someone or something were walking on them.

If you had told me I’d died and gone back in time to the Gilded Age, I would have believed you.

At least Sabine had left me alone in a bedroom because I didn’t trust her one bit. In fairness, I didn’t trust anyone anymore, and I likely never would.

But Sabine was creepy. You know those historical ghost movies where the beautiful woman barely moves but stares at you with hawk-like eyes—examining you like she was the witch from Hansel and Gretel?

Yeah, that was Sabine’s general demeanor—Victorian ghost.

I sighed. At least she matched the house. Was that like when people matched their dogs?

I swallowed and ran my hand along my hairless legs. Did death shave my legs?

Shock ran through me as I rubbed them. No scar tissue remained where a bullet had torn through it. The memory brought me back to New York and my time with the Bratva. I got the bullet scar at twenty-one when I was caught in a botched mission with Severin. But now my skin was perfect and unmarred.

Fuck.

Even in the afterlife, my mind was cloaked in thoughts of the man who betrayed me and gave me over to the Order.

Get rid of her.

The phrase that had haunted every waking moment of my life for the past three years.

A sudden, horrible fatigue hit me, and I yawned. My eyes grew too heavy to keep open. The exhaustion was so strong I barely managed to do anything. Except another yawn escaped my lips as I crawled into bed and under the covers, not even taking off the blue dress before I crumbled and passed out.

I woke up crying and grasping at the mattress, feeling the sheets and comforter under my fingers.

I had no idea what Sabine would do with me, or if she was my newest monster. But I was in a bed. A real bed that I didn’t have to share with a man who wanted to fuck me. No one touched me. No restraints bound my arms and legs down, and no man stood above me, moments away from exposing his cock and having his way with me.

I was simply in a comfortable four-poster bed—too comfortable.

Yes, I’d had a bed during my year with Blackwood, but I never saw it or woke up alone in it. I never once truly felt safe in it—that bone-deep feeling where you know you’re okay.

I never felt that until now.

And I had no reason to feel safe now. Sabine was creepy, like a painting from the Haunted Mansion, and she'd barely said anything to me. All she'd done was bring me to this house and show me to this room.

But, for the moment, no one disturbed me. No one assaulted me, and I was surrounded by pillows and a feather-down blanket. So I let the tears fall, and the screams escape my mouth.

No one stopped me or checked on me. But I didn’t want them to. I wanted to be alone.

I wanted peace.

But I would never have it. How could anyone ever know peace again after what I’d witnessed and had done to my body?

But despite her absence from my room, I knew Sabine was keeping an eye on me. One time, I heard the wood creak outside my bedroom and saw her shadow beyond the door, but Sabine never came in.

She never disturbed me.

For days, I slept like that, my grief uninterrupted until I woke to someone hovering over my bed, holding out a red dress.

A jolt ran through me, and I clutched the blankets like a shield; I was hit with a vicious flashback of an assault, and I whimpered back in that moment, as if it were real.

“Calm yourself, girl,” Sabine said. “It’s just me.”

Blinking rapidly and trying to adjust to the present, I found Sabine dressed head to toe in black, as if she were attending a funeral. A chill ran down my spine.

Fuck, this woman was strange.

“Dying takes a lot out of you.” Her voice was soft and monotone.

With her hair jet black again, she looked to be in her early forties. If it weren’t for the fine lines around her eyes and on her neck, I would have thought she was much younger.

But the woman was gorgeous, like a supermodel from the eighties. Simply stunning with high cheekbones.

“The longer you stay in your spirit forms, the more it takes out of your body. Extreme tiredness, fainting spells, sometimes worse,” she said, continuing her explanation.

She shook the dress a tiny bit, motioning for me to take it, and I did.

“It’s time for you to shower, change, and eat.” Her voice was steady and melodic, like a nursery rhyme. It had a bone-chilling effect. “The shower is through that door, and the dining room is downstairs by the kitchen. Meet me there when you’re done.”

My fingers curled around the fabric of the dress, but I didn’t move. More orders. There was always someone commanding me, even in death.

The Order had trained me to be an obedient good girl, so I followed her instructions exactly. Thirty minutes later, I sat across from her, my hair wet and the blood-red dress clinging to my frame.

My curves had returned, like they'd been at twenty-two before my kidnapping. Possibly even more so because I no longer had all the hard muscles from years of training in the Bratva.

No, I was soft and exceedingly feminine.

I gulped and glanced down at my meal. The smell of freshly baked bread and cheddar cheese wafted up from it. It was a deceptively simple meal. Broccoli cheddar soup with a French baguette.

“Thank you for listening to me.” Sabine cleared her throat. “You didn’t have to.”

“Didn’t I?”

“No. You never have to listen to another order again…unless you want to.”

Sabine lifted her spoon, its edge tapping against the porcelain, and the sound jolted me. She'd told me I was free so casually? Was it a trick?

I remained motionless, refusing to give her the satisfaction of a reaction. I’d never trust this wisp of a woman.

For all I knew, she was the devil ushering me into hell.

“You don’t trust me,” she said in her dark, singsong voice. “They never do.”

“They?”

“Furies.”

The word rang out between us and echoed through the room.

Under the table, I wrung my hands. More Greek mythology. The Order was obsessed with it. Sometimes, the headmaster would visit my room to rape me, then make me sit on his lap as he told me Greek myths, like he was my parent reading me a fucked-up bedtime story.

He was a fucking weirdo.

A lot of them were.

“When you say Fury, do you mean like the primordial goddesses in Greek mythology?” I asked.

“Precisely.” Sabine smiled and took another sip of her soup. “But we are not goddesses. More like vengeful spirits whose purpose in life is to punish men for their wicked deeds.”

She tilted her head, looking disturbingly like Hannibal Lecter. Her gaze sharpened to an unnerving level, and goosebumps rose on my arms.

“In all fairness, you could punish women too. Although it’s mostly men…right?” she asked, her eyebrow arching as if she were joking, but her voice remained eerily steady. Somehow, that made the joke considerably worse.

Her voice was the kind that disturbed one’s dreams, and I think it was intentional.

I trembled, unable to respond. What did one say to that? It all sounded crazy, and I would have believed it were crazy had I not remembered dying.

I remembered every sensation from that night. The smell of lavender from the bath salts. The ice biting into my skin. The terrible numbness spreading through my limbs, creeping deeper until even the pain began to disappear and was replaced with dying cells. Through it all, the Man in Black was calm and unbothered as death slowly seeped into my veins. Limb by limb. Organ by organ. He exulted in my death.

I remembered my last breath of life—the death rattle.

And then I woke up in the morgue.

Still freezing.

It was all real. All of it—and that was the most horrible part.

Sabine ripped a piece of bread off the baguette beside her and dipped it into her soup. “The fainting spells are a side effect of your abilities. The longer you stay in your spirit forms, the more tired you’ll get. The more you switch between invisible, ghostly, and human, the more you will tire yourself out. But the more you use your abilities, the more you’ll get used to it. I rarely pass out now unless I spend hours in my spirit form. Or if salt or iron are involved, but that’s another story altogether.”

“Abilities?” I asked, feeling like I was in a fantasy book during the chapter where the young hero learned about their newfound powers.

It was absurd and horrifying.

“Well, there are really only two—three if we’re being generous.” She smiled and brought her spoon to her lips again.

“And what are they?”

“They’re all death-related,” she said. “We are creatures of death, and much like banshees, we can sense death. Be thankful, though, because you do not have to wail like one. Then there is your spirit form, which you’ve already discovered. And finally, if you touch a corpse, you can see the last moments of their life.”

A shiver ran through my body like mice scrambling up the rigging of a sinking ship.

That was not an “ability” that I ever planned on using. Besides, I didn’t need it. Any dead body I would ever see again would be because I had hunted them down and ended them.

I wouldn’t need to see their last moments because I would be the one inflicting them.

Fury burned through my blood, and my fingernails dug into my palms.

The men’s faces who raped me flashed through my mind—at least the ones who didn’t wear a mask. But I saw them all. Their masks. Their voices. Their hands. Those horrible smells.

Everything.

Even now, I felt them on my skin, and it crawled, phantom fingers running over every inch of my body.

It all hit me like ash from an exploding volcano, and anger churned in my stomach. Hot and wicked. Every last one of them—I would hunt them down, and I would kill them.

I would end their lives slowly and painfully.

"Ah, yes, the rage." Sabine's smile softened. "The rage is another unfortunate side effect of our existence. Sometimes helpful, sometimes not. You may want to keep a watch on it, though, because strong emotions can make our abilities rather unpredictable."

She placed her spoon down, and it clinked against the plate beneath her soup bowl. For the first time since we'd sat down, Sabine abandoned her meal, and the weight of her attention settled fully on me, a knowing smile softening her expression.

If her expression could soften.

“We are Furies, Xeniya. We are all horrifically murdered women who have returned from the dead with unfinished vengeance. We were created to hunt and kill, and unfortunately, fury fuels us. It is our guiding light until we find something else to guide us.”

Good. I wanted it to fuel me.

A tear rolled down my face. “I want them all dead.”

Sabine nodded. “I do, too. I do, too.”

“I don’t need anything else to guide me. I need to kill them all.”

An enormous smile spread across Sabine’s face. “And we will, my dear. We will.”
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Chapter Three


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Present

Well, Severin went and disappointed me.

I shouldn’t have been surprised. Men, by their very nature, were disappointing. They couldn’t help it, really. Dalmatians couldn’t change their spots, peacocks couldn’t change their colors, and men… well, they were disappointments.

Even this one.

Flames licked at my feet, and waves of heat rolled against my skin. A wooden beam overhead collapsed, and I jumped out of the way. Which, of course, was silly. I was in my void form, my invisible form, and nothing could touch me.

I had three forms. My void form, where I was fully invisible; my ghost form, where I was transparent like a spirit in the movies, and my human form. The void form and ghost form worked nearly identically; the only real difference being that others could see me in my ghost form.

I could feel temperature, but it couldn’t hurt me. Although it could become uncomfortable if I stayed in this fire too long.

I felt the heat of it currently crawling up the back of my neck.

Embers popped next to my ear, and I tensed; above me, the warehouse beams groaned under the weight of the collapsing roof. I gritted my teeth. This building wouldn’t last much longer.

I had no idea why I hadn’t left the warehouse yet.

At first, I wanted to see what he would do. Severin Volkov was a genius and a strategic mastermind. He should have figured out how to escape, but then I had locked him in a burning building.

Technically, he locked himself in it.

But semantics.

Slowly, I approached his unconscious body, partially covered by a structural beam. If I left him here any longer, smoke inhalation would kill him, or the fire would burn him alive.

He deserved the latter.

But… what if he died while passed out?

It just wouldn’t do.

My stomach churned, and I felt a pounding at my temples.

I cocked my head like a bird of prey eyeing its next meal and knelt beside him. I brushed a strand of hair out of his eyes. I was still in my void-form.

So he couldn’t see me.

Severin was so beautiful like this, vulnerable and exposed, with glass-sharp cheekbones and unmarred skin. It wouldn’t stay that way for long. The fire was eating away at the room… and him. But his face, at least for now, was still beautiful.

Young Severin was a strange mix of hopeful hero and ruthless killer. He was like a puppy who happily wagged its tail, only to bite your hand off five seconds later. This current version of him was clouded with darkness—something I’d never seen in him as a boy.

I’d been the darkness, and he was sunshine—of the stalker-ish, brooding variety. That’s how it was supposed to be.

Not like this.

Caressing his cheek, I let a couple of tears roll down my face. I’d once trusted this man with everything I’d ever possessed. My mind, body, and soul. Back then, I thought it wasn’t possible for him to hurt me.

I didn’t believe he could hurt me. I’d been so wrong.

My heart stopped as Severin’s eyes fluttered open. My entire body stilled, and tension filled the space between us, hotter than the fire currently ripping through the warehouse.

Severin’s gaze caught mine and held on to me like I was his life raft. And honestly, I was.

But I was also his devastation. His destruction.

His pupils dilated as if in recognition.

But there was no way he could see me, right? He was just dazed and confused.

Right?

He grimaced. He had to be in a lot of pain, and that fact tightened my heart. Even after all this time, I was far too soft toward him.

I studied his liquid blue irises because I missed them and him, but I would never admit that out loud; golden specks swirled within them. One time, after sex, I tried to count them all. It was impossible, but I loved staring into his eyes.

An emotion I couldn’t name stirred within me.

My lips twitched, and I felt exposed, as if he could see through me to my deepest vulnerabilities, to all my broken pieces. But he couldn’t actually see me… right?

I was in my void-form. Right?

“Xeniya?” he asked in a scratchy voice.

Every muscle in my body tightened. My shoulders tensed so much that a shot of pain ran through my back.

My hands came up between us, and I inspected them. Very much tangible.

Fuck.

“Am I dead?” he asked. “I must be dead.” He reached a hand up to caress my face, and I let him. “You still have resting murder face.” He let out a fractured laugh. “Moy Oduvanchik.”

My world paused, and the nickname hit me, cutting through my chest like a knife. For one awful moment, I was twenty years old again and in love. Innocent. Trusting. I believed he’d protect me and keep me forever. My palms pressed against the concrete floor, the heat soaking into them as I tried to ground myself. But a piece inside of me shattered, and so many emotions poured out.

Anger. Hurt. Desperation. Sadness. A touch of joy. Everything.

His eyes fluttered and drooped shut.

“Welcome to your hell,” I hissed.

My face scrunched, pain jolting through it. Fuck.

Leave him, Xen. Just walk away and let him die.

It could be over now. Let him breathe in the smoke and drift into a peaceful death.

You can do it. Just leave.

But I couldn’t do it.

We had unfinished business. I needed to hear his confession and know why he discarded me and, worse, sold me to a cult that raped, tortured, and killed me. I had to hear it all from his lips.

He represented my nightmares and my wildest dreams, and damn him, I still wasn’t done with him.

Not like this.

Gripping the edge of the beam pinning his lower body, I braced my feet against the concrete and tried to get leverage. Even with my full strength, the fucking thing barely shifted.

I grunted and tried to lift with my knees. Fuck, it was heavy. I was a strong woman, but this was too heavy for anyone to carry alone.

Stepping back, I searched for something to use as a lever, like a smaller plank.

But everything was already on fire because I’d soaked the entire place in lighter fluid… oops. Thick smoke filled the air, stinging my nostrils and eyes. And it was getting hard to see anything. Flames engulfed the boxes, beams, planks, and paper. The fire crackled and popped, embers shooting into my line of vision.

Finding a lever was impossible.

Fuck. I had definitely used far too much lighter fluid.

I tried one more time to lift the beam, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Fuck.”

I bit my lip and sat down beside his face, crossing my legs and watching my fury consume the place.

I didn’t know what to do.

I lacked the strength to rescue a grown man built of muscle. Especially one trapped under a wood-and-steel beam.

I couldn’t lift it, and no one else could get inside the building. I had unfortunately let Severin barricade it. Oops.

Think!

I rubbed my temples.

The answer struck me like a boulder to the head, so obvious I wanted to scream.

Oh, I’m so stupid. So fucking stupid.

I could make myself and anything I touched invisible, and I could also phase through matter—bringing along anything and anyone I touched. Or, in this case, I could phase through a support beam.

The only problem was how much energy it would take to pull that off. It would most definitely make me pass out.

I clutched Severin’s face and willed us both into the realm of spirits—into the void. That’s what I called it. I didn't know what it actually was, but it was like a veil hanging over the human world—a pocket that touched it but wasn’t of it.

It worked.

Lacing my hands under his armpits, I pulled his body from beneath the rubble. Unfortunately, being a spirit didn’t make a person lighter, so I still had to use the rest of my strength to drag him out of the warehouse.

I huffed. “You have got to be made of fucking cinder blocks.”

A grunt escaped me. Rescuing him was slow and painful. Every five pulls, I rested. And while I could walk through debris and rubble, I couldn’t let go of Severin, or I would kill him. He’d solidify in the middle of a wall or a box.

And that would hurt.

I winced. Even the thought of that caused bile to climb my throat.

Not to mention, I was already struggling to maintain my void form, flickering between transparent and invisible. At least my ability to walk through matter didn’t change in either spirit form.

Fuck, this man was heavy. I was pretty sure he was formed from solid rock. I mean, fuck. With every pull, a wave of weakness shot through my bones. By the time I reached the outer wall, my hands were shaking from the struggle.

But with five more pulls, I managed to get him safely to the middle of the road between warehouses and shipping containers.

I dusted off my hands and stood up, taking two steps back. And once again, I should’ve just left him here. Someone would eventually find him. But where were his guards? A Pakhan was always supposed to have guards.

There had to be someone to save him, but doubt gnawed at me.

When no one came after a couple of minutes, I pulled my phone out of my pocket.

Severin was in bad shape. He was bleeding from the legs where the debris had pinned him, and he was bruised and cut from having fallen nearly two floors. Not to mention the burns running along his torso and arms.

He needed medical attention ASAP, and no one was coming for him. It was time to call my inside man to deal with it. I opened my phone app, went to my favorites tab, and pressed my mole’s nickname: Mr. Peacock.

I held my phone to my ear, and after three rings, he picked up. “What’s wrong?”

“I may have lit the warehouse on fire and left Severin to die,” I said.

“But you changed your mind?” He laughed.

I inhaled sharply. “Something like that. Could you send a team to get him? He’s hurt badly.”

“Do I have to?”

“Kaz,” I said darkly.

His sigh was audible and overly dramatic. “Fine. Fine, but if you want me to let him die, just say the word.”

“I don’t.”

“Of course you don’t.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, nothing.” His voice was teasing. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Good.” I hung up.

Then, I strolled—as if nothing were wrong with me—into a dark alley, completely hidden from sight. As the shadows rolled over my skin, I turned back to face Severin. Utterly drained, I collapsed against the shipping container wall. My legs gave out, and I slid down, my ass hitting the concrete hard.

Everything caught up with me, and I prayed the Bratva would be too busy saving Severin to notice an unconscious woman in the dark alley between shipping containers.

I winced, my eyes drooping.

I’d made the mistake of switching between forms too many times tonight, and my body was paying for it.

The cold wind caressed my face, and the smell of fish and sea salt permeated my senses. I did love the smell of the ocean. It was soothing, like a sweet children’s song. It would be so, so easy to drift off into sleep—into the great darkness.

But I clung to consciousness.

I, at least, wanted to see someone rescue Severin—to know that my revenge was not yet finished.

My head lolled to the side, and staying awake became an almost impossible battle. Voices trickled in, and I tried to remain conscious long enough to recognize them.

Darkness swallowed my vision, and somewhere in the distance, I heard Kazimir Kaloshin’s charming, honey-sweet voice. He finally arrived with the cavalry.

Good.
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Chapter Four


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

“Wake the fuck up.” Someone slapped my cheek before their fingers dug into the sides of my face.

My eyelids dragged open, but my head was still lolling to the side. I'd transitioned between forms far too many times tonight, and my body was paying for it. The exhaustion depended on how long I stayed in each form and how often I switched between them.

Tonight, I'd pushed myself too far.

Five fucking times.

Oh, and I pulled someone else into my void form with me.

That was far too much.

If I’d just stayed in my void form, I wouldn’t feel like I’d been hit by a semi-truck, dunked in an ice bath, and thrown into a fire.

Yes, I’d be tired, but not like this.

The small hand slapped me again. “Xeniya Morozova, if you don’t fucking move now…”

“Did you just slap me?” My voice sounded thick, as if someone had drugged me. “Twice?”

“No, I slapped you three times,” the woman in a black balaclava said. “It’s unfortunate you didn’t feel it the first time.”

“Why are you here, Neeve?”

“Isn’t it obvious? To rescue you, as usual.” She hooked her arms beneath my armpits and tried to haul me up. “Who saves a ghost?” She was far too pleased with herself when she answered, “A doctor. Obviously.”

“Are you going to tell a terrible joke? Like a ghost, a doctor and a mafia boss walk into a bar?” I asked, trying to help her pull me to my feet.

“I might if you don’t stop being so utterly maddening.” She grunted. “Remind me to bring my brother next time.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because Callum is at the Gilded Dandelion, staring at his newest obsession.”

I scrunched my eyebrows. “Who is that?”

“The red-headed singer. He saw her the night of your engagement party and has been stalking her ever since.”

“Why can’t mafia men just be normal?” I moaned. “And the other brother?”

“He’s in Boston brokering a deal. Callum was supposed to join him, but with the stalking and all, he stayed here.” Neeve laughed and, with a big huff, lifted me fully to my feet. “Please tell me you can move your legs. I’m not carrying you all the way to the car.”

I wiggled my toes, testing the movement before trying to lift a foot. It barely moved.

Perfect.

“I can kind of move my toes.”

“Oh, I am going to kill you,” Neeve grunted again as she pulled my arm over her shoulder, shifting most of my weight onto her. “Why the fuck are you this bad?”

I sucked in a breath. Neeve would not like what I had to say. “I phased through walls and a wooden beam… Oh, and I had to bring Severin into my void-form too.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Neeve scoffed.

Phasing through a wall alone took considerable effort. But bringing another person or a large object with me could drain me to the point of collapse. It was one of the hardest things a Fury could do—nearly impossible.

Could they do it?

Of course.

Would they pay for it for the next week?

Absolutely.

“I thought the goal was to kill him,” Neeve said, out of breath.

“It is.” I pinched my lips together. “It’s just not time yet.”

Neeve huffed, dragging me another two feet before propping me against an unmarked SUV. “You mean you’re not ready.” Before I could respond, she pulled the door open. “Thomas, come help.”

A bulky Irish guard wearing a mask and gloves stepped out of the driver’s side and easily lifted me into the backseat as if I were a doll.

“Why didn’t you have him help from the beginning?” I asked.

“Shut the fuck up, Xeniya. Sometimes, I don’t think things fully through.”

“Right.”

As soon as my back hit the cushion, my eyes drifted shut, and darkness clawed its way back into my mind.

I was going to have to sleep this rescue off for at least five days.
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Chapter Five


Severin Volkov

Age 36

Ahard slap jolted me awake. “Wake up, asshole. Someone I love deeply wants you alive.”

I groaned. That voice. My least favorite brigadier.

I tried to blink, but my eyes stung and felt impossibly heavy. With a slow breath, I dragged smoke-tainted air into my lungs.

Kazimir slapped me again.

He knelt over me in a perfectly pressed suit, and his lips curled into a wicked smile.

“Did Nika send you?” I croaked, coughing, my throat on fire.

“What?” Kaz’s eyebrows drew together. “No.”

My eyelids drooped shut. The weight of all the pain made it hard for me to keep them open.

“Wake up, you dumb brute.” Kaz slapped me again, this time not to wake me up but because he could get away with it in my current state.

“You can see I am awake.” I coughed, my voice disgustingly soft from the smoke damage.

“Eh, your eyes were closed.” Kaz shrugged. “You very well could have been asleep.”

“They’re not closed now.”

“I can see that.” He sat back on his heels, cocking his head to the side. “What did you get yourself into this time?”

Somewhere along the way, we had gone from tentative allies back to brutal rivals. After Xeniya died, we had grown close in our grief. Kaz had even helped me hunt down the Carusos and skin them alive. But then, one day, he was back to the boy I knew in college.

My nemesis.

He had always hated me, but his hatred felt worse now. It was as if I had kicked his puppy off a yacht and into the ocean, where it drowned—as if I had done something unforgivable.

“Oh my god, are you okay?” a female voice called out. Her heels clicked as she ran toward me, sounding more like steel-toed boots than designer heels.

I raised my hand toward my head. Shit. A white-hot streak of pain shot through my arm, and I clenched my teeth against the urge to scream. But I must have moaned because Nika clutched my face, worry dancing in her eyes.

“Are you okay, Sev?” she asked as Kaz growled.

He did not like her touching me, so I purposely raised my hands and caressed her upper arms. Mostly for support, of course, but the added benefit was that it pissed Kaz off to no end.

Everyone knew that Kazimir Kaloshin loved Veronika Morozova and somehow had fucked it all up.

It was a will-they-won’t-they that had gone on for nearly twenty years. Far worse than Xeniya and I had been—at least we fucked and said I love you by the time we were twenty-one. Only thirteen years for us to their twenty.

But their romance was simply doomed. If it were going to happen, it would have already, and I had no idea why it hadn’t.

“Sev?” Nika’s voice felt really far away. “Sev? Stay with me, okay? Okay?”

Darkness sank into my bones, and I heard someone say, “We’re going to have to take you to the general hospital because the Bratva surgical ward doesn’t have a burn unit.”

Then I passed out completely.
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Thirteen days later, I was conscious and mostly levelheaded.

For the first six days in the hospital, I was in a medically induced coma. The doctors were worried about damage to my throat from the smoke inhalation.

When I woke up, utter agony greeted me, but I didn’t remember much of it because the medical staff sedated me again with fentanyl.

My doctors jokingly informed me that having second-degree burns on 10% of my body was significantly more painful than having third-degree burns, since my nerve endings were still functional and exposed to the air.

So that was fucking lovely.

And I had second-degree burns along the right side of my torso, the top of my quad, and my right wrist. In medical speak, that meant burns covered 10% of my body, and I had blisters across nearly all of the affected skin, which had to be scraped and washed.

These burns were by far the worst injury I’d ever experienced in my life. I’d been shot twice before, and neither gunshot wound came close.

These burns were pure, unfiltered agony. Unrelenting, untamable agony.

The worst came when the nurses cut into my blisters to clean and wash my wounds. Each movement sent waves of agony through my body. I wanted to scream, but my damaged throat made any noise impossible.

I couldn’t update my men on what happened for the first week because my voice was, at best, a ghostly whisper. Even now, my voice had a deep rasp. I wished it were sexy, but it wasn’t.

It was a sign of my failure—and how deeply I’d underestimated my enemy. Not that I could have predicted a literal ghost.

I did remember that correctly… right?

A fucking translucent woman.

I didn’t imagine that, right?

I rubbed my head with my wrist that was covered in thick bandages. Every movement hurt, but if I wanted full functionality back, I needed to keep moving my muscles. I couldn’t balk at the pain.

Besides, this was just physical.

I’d endured far, far worse in my life.

But now that I was coherent enough to hold a meeting, I’d asked Nika to pull the footage from that night and meet me here at the hospital with the rest of her family, Maks, and my brother.

I needed to brief the Morozovs. Yes, they could still be traitors in the Bratva, but I doubted it. Keira was looking into them, and she was brilliant at her job. So soon enough I would know for certain.

At the very least, she could rule them out.

I was a bit disappointed Keira hadn’t come to visit me once in the hospital, but then this was an arranged marriage. It wasn’t real, though I had felt like the tension between us had been mutual.

Either way, it didn’t matter; the people I trusted most in this world were gathering around my hospital bed. My inner circle.

I opened the meeting by asking Nika to share what she had found in the footage.

She stared at me, her expression dripping with worry, before her gaze shifted first to my brother, then to Maks. She seemed to be asking, Are you sure you want me to say it in front of them?

The unspoken communication was all I needed to know. My memory wasn’t faulty. The camera had picked up the woman’s changing and becoming a ghost.

“Yes, show us all,” I said in a deep rasp. “They need to know what we’re facing.”

“But it’s fucking impossible, and I checked fifteen times whether the footage was faked, and no, it’s not. And that is not hyperbole. I literally checked fifteen times.” Nika clutched her laptop close to her chest.

“I believe you.” As I sat up in my bed, a pained noise escaped my mouth. “I saw it in person. Impossible as it may seem, the woman is a ghost.”

Mikhail’s brow creased. “What do you mean, a ghost?”

“Show them.” I motioned to Nika. She hesitated for a long, long moment, unwilling to read everyone in on the truth. But then, she opened her laptop, clicked a couple of buttons, and opened the footage. Then she set her computer at the foot of my bed and turned it toward us.

She pressed play, and the entire sequence unfolded again. The boxes looked wet, as if someone had poured water or some other liquid on them. But the camera showed no source of the liquid.

One moment the boxes were dry and the next, they were wet.

The Ghost.

She was the source. I knew it now.

Suddenly, she appeared on the screen out of nowhere. My stomach dropped because it was real. I hadn’t dreamt it.

Around me, the reactions of my men varied. Some gasped, others stiffened, and someone even cussed in Russian under their breath. But we all watched—with no sound—the Ghost confront me and kill Mirko.

We watched as she walked right up to me, the tension thick in the air as we both readied for attack. We were like two tigers preparing to strike. I reached to uncover her veil, and she turned completely translucent, then fully invisible.

We watched her leave me there to die. Watched my skin begin to boil and blister.

Minutes later, she returned, translucent and glowing. The Ghost knelt beside me for a long moment, seemingly lost in thought, before she reached out and caressed my face.

A shiver ran through my body. Her touch was tender and tentative, like she knew me.

How?

Why would she touch me this way?

On the screen, my eyes fluttered open. I spoke to her, and she flinched.

I didn’t remember saying anything to her, and I couldn’t remember what we had said. The exchange didn’t last long, though.

I seemed to pass out again, and she reached out and grabbed my shoulders, turning me translucent and ghostly. At times in the footage, we became fully invisible, and at other times, we looked more like ghosts in a movie.

The footage cut out after the Ghost hauled my body through the wall.

I ran my hand through my hair, sending a sharp jolt through my torso. Silence burrowed into the room, carving itself deep between us. It was one thing to live it, another to watch it, and something else entirely to believe it.

But I had felt her that night. I felt her body disappear between my fingers.

And still it was hard to believe.

The supernatural wasn't supposed to exist. Ghosts were just fairy tales. Stories you told children to teach them life lessons.

They weren’t real.

But… the evidence would suggest otherwise.

Fuck.

If they were real, what did that mean?

Could anyone become a ghost?

Could Xeniya? Would I see her again one day?

But then this Ghost wasn’t just a ghost. She also took a physical form. I interlocked my fingers over my head.

“Well, fuck,” Ilya said.

His accent was thicker than ever before. It was usually nonexistent because he was born in the States, but it became far more pronounced whenever his emotions ran high.

“Is this really not faked?” Dimitri asked his daughter, concern lacing his words.

“No.”

He nodded.

“I was there. I saw it with my own eyes. It wasn’t a trick. She was something paranormal.”

“So what you’re saying is that a vengeful spirit is back from the dead and hunting us and killing a large portion of the Bratva?” Maks asked, his tone half amused, half horrified.

“Pretty much.” I sighed.

“The better question is: why?” Nika closed her laptop and held it close to her chest once again. “Why does an evil spirit want to hurt you?”

“And why did she save you?” Dimitri added.

“What did she say to you?” Nika stepped closer to me, hugging her laptop even closer to her chest as if it were a shield and I were an opposing knight.

A snake coiled through the rungs of my ribcage, and I scrunched my face, struggling to remember the exchange. Nika stared at me expectantly, and pressure tightened further in my chest. I had no memory after falling, but before that, she’d said something about being raped and being held captive.

“I think she wants me to discover what happened to her… why she died.” I suddenly coughed and leaned against the railing of my bed, clutching it as I hacked up a thick plug of black soot, dead tissue, and mucus. This had happened far too many times to count.

It was disgusting, and all of my men looked away and pretended I wasn’t in such a weak state.

When I could finally speak again, I told them what Mirko had done to her and why she tormented and killed him.

“She said my father gave her to them. But I don’t know who they are or how it all relates. I want you all to find out. An organization held her in a prison cell for years. We need to find out who they are and how they’re connected to the Bratva and my father.”

“I’ll take a deeper look into Aleksandr’s accounts now that I have more context,” Dimitri said.

“I don’t think she is the only one who was taken. You need to look into any secret auctions, masked organizations, human trafficking cults, and any movement of money or people that seems strange,” I added, scratching at the skin next to the bandage on my wrist. “There has to be something that links Aleksandr to whoever took her, and I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if my father were one of the men who raped her. These are revenge killings.”

Nika winced and, if possible, seemed to fold further into herself.

“Nika, I need you to look into ghosts and any mythology, old wives’ tales, or urban legends that might fit what we all saw.” My throat tightened, but I continued my orders. “If ghosts exist, someone has to know about it.”

Nika nodded. “Will do, boss.”

“And Ilya and Maks, investigate Mirko’s associates, ties, and anything that might tell us how he got tied up in all of this.”

Both men inclined their heads and said, “Yes, sir.”

I yawned and touched my pounding temples. I had reached the end of my rope for the day, so I excused my men, but as they were leaving, I asked my brother to stay.

He had absorbed everything quietly, his brow furrowed in thought.

When the door clicked behind the Morozovs, I turned to Mikhail and said, “I need you to do something for me.”

He raised an eyebrow, and his bottom lip twitched. “Yes?”

I hesitated. Hope was too difficult to entertain again. But I felt something…

“Xeniya…” I swallowed. This was hard to get out. “I have a gut feeling that there is more to her death. I think it might connect to all of this.” That she could somehow be the ghost.

It was wishful thinking because I desperately wanted her to be alive again, to hold her, to feel her one more time.

“Can you look into it for me?” I asked tentatively. “I don’t want to get my hopes up. Or theirs.”

“But you need someone you trust to look into it?” He nodded in understanding and leaned forward, stretching his hand out to squeeze my shoulder. “Don’t worry, brother, I’ve got you covered.”

“Look into Uncle Viktor too. He outlawed trafficking within the Bratva forty years ago. It may be possible that the restaurant explosion is connected to all of this.”

Mikhail tapped my hospital bed. “I’ll get it done. I’ll find out if your girl died because of these sick monsters.”
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Chapter Six


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

The lights were hospital white. You know that cool fluorescent white that made everything seem sterile and empty? Yeah, that white.

My stiletto heels clicked against the smooth linoleum as I walked toward my fiancé’s room. Click. Click. Click.

My fiancé. Such a weird word to think of, let alone inhabit. I’d dreamed of this once, but no longer.

Fifteen days had passed since Severin was admitted to the hospital, and I hadn’t visited him once, which, in hindsight, was probably a bad choice, but I needed to get my shit together.

And I’d spent five days in a near coma myself because I’d saved his fucking life. Why?

I still couldn’t tell you.

The point was to kill him. That was what this was all about, and yet I’d rescued him.

Rescued.

What the actual fuck was wrong with me?

I settled on the fact that I needed him alive so I could torment him more—prolong his suffering just like they had done to me.

And I would, but for now, I was his fiancée, and I had to act like it, especially in public.

Severin was being discharged today, and I needed to be by his side for appearances’ sake. The press had gotten wind of the billionaire CEO in critical condition after a fire at one of his warehouses, and now they were staking out all the hospital exits.

For Severin and me, it was a photo opportunity to solidify our public engagement.

When I reached his hospital door, I rested my hand on the wood, unable to make myself go inside just yet. I just wasn’t ready.

I’d rescued the man I should have killed a long time ago, and I needed another moment before facing him again.

What are you doing, Xeniya?

It didn’t matter. You’re too deep to turn around now.

I curled my palm around the handle, eased the door open, and walked in without knocking.

It. Was. A. Mistake.

Severin Volkov was shirtless.

I repeat, shirtless.

And worse, his muscles bunched as he strained to pull a shirt over his head, showing off his sculpted frame in all its brilliance, and my mouth watered.

What?

But the sight was marred by white gauze taped tightly along the length of his right side, revealing the severity of his injuries.

A low grunt escaped him, his face tightening in pain.

Something tightened in my chest at the sight of all his bandages. I gulped as he struggled to pull his white T-shirt over his head, letting out another low growl.

“Would you like some help?” I said with a chipper yet posh British accent.

“Ah, so you did show up,” he said from behind the fabric covering his face.

Without waiting for permission, I stepped further inside, my hand trembling slightly as I gently worked his shirt around his head, the unspoken tension thickening the air between us. “Well, there are cameras to pose for,” I said, my voice steady despite the emotion stirring beneath it.

His eyes fixed on mine. “Right.”

I pinched my lips together and slowly dragged his shirt down as gently as I could, my fingertips caressing the ridges of his abs. I was careful to avoid his bandages and cause any more friction, biting my cheek as I decided to break the tension with some humor.

“Well, at least the fire didn’t mar your beautiful face,” I said dryly, filling my words with as much sarcasm as possible.

He chuckled and then scowled, a flash of pain crossing his face.

I shuddered, feeling a tiny, tiny bit bad for throwing so much lighter fluid on the boxes at the warehouse.

“How bad are the burns?” I asked.

“Not too bad,” he said, and I stepped back.

“Liar.” I’d hacked into the hospital and had seen his charts. He had burns on 10% of his body.

“And how do you know that?” He raised an eyebrow, still perfectly manicured despite his disheveled state.

“I hacked your medical files.”

I smirked playfully. Cheeky yet demure, wild yet serious. A smirk that told a thousand stories.

He shook his head. “Well, I guess you do care then.”

My cheek twitched, and I paused, simply staring at him.

“Enough...”

He chuckled. “Right.”

“I’m sorry for not coming sooner.”

“Are you?” His lips twitched at the corner, and his eyes sparked with amusement.

“Sort of. I mean, I barely know you, but I probably should have been a better fiancée and at least pretended to fawn over you.”

He snorted. “You know what, I appreciate your honesty.”

If only you knew… but I flashed a dimple and asked, “Do you need help with anything else?”

He did.

I spent another thirty minutes helping him get dressed in a perfectly tailored, expensive suit. One of the last things I did was tie his tie.

Trying not to linger, I draped the tie around his neck, measuring the ends in front. I refused to meet his eyes. Refused. Then I started tying. Severin must have been as tense as I was; even though I wasn’t touching his muscles, I could feel how rigid they were.

Without realizing it, I’d formed a Trinity knot.

It was his favorite way to tie it, and the way I’d always done it when I could sneak into his rooms before a big event.

“A Trinity knot?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

I shrugged it off. “I’m Irish.” As if that was an answer. It definitely wasn’t, but admitting it was your favorite certainly wasn’t going to be my answer.

I smiled, averted my gaze again, and moved to his cufflinks and suit jacket, making sure every crease fell exactly as it should.

Every moment my hands were on him was agony. The tension burned between us, radiating heat like his wounds still did.

Thank God Severin didn’t bring up the tie again, because if he had, I might have lost my composure completely.

Relief washed over me when I finished helping him dress because I could finally step away and put some distance between us.

Much-needed distance.

I stepped into the hallway and met his entourage of guards who guided us to the main entrance.

“Well, here we go,” Severin grimaced, clearly hating the paparazzi as much as I did.

Just before we walked through the automatic doors, Maks stopped us. “Sir, there is a podium set up with microphones, and the press would like you to answer a few questions.”

Severin nodded with calculated confidence and turned to me, his voice smooth. “Are you ready for our show, my darling?” The calculated ease of his words reminded me we were playing a game for the cameras.

No. “Of course.” I smiled, and he opened his arm, as if asking me to step up to his left side—the good side.

I did, and he curled it around my waist, guiding me into the lion’s den with an intimacy that felt almost protective.

We stopped in front of the podium, and what felt like thousands of cameras flashed at once. My fake smile slipped for a moment before I forced it back into place.

“How did the fire start?”

“Are you okay?”

“How many burns did you receive?”

“Is this your fiancée?”

“Why were you at your warehouse at night?”

“When is the wedding?”

And on and on it went. Severin fielded the questions like a pro—after all, he’d trained for this as heir to one of the city’s most powerful families.

It was going swimmingly until I started to get questions.

“Keira, how do you feel about it all? Have you been worried sick for your love?”

Did these people not understand this was an arranged marriage? Why would I care that much? Keira barely knew Severin.

But they wanted a fairy tale, so I would give them one.

“It was terrifying.” I forced my voice to shake. “Seeing him hurt so much was terrifying.”

“Yet this is the first we have seen of you at the hospital,” a blonde reporter in the back said, venom in her voice. “Doesn’t look like you care about your fiancé.”

I went still, narrowing my eyes. What was this woman’s problem? Was she one of Severin’s ladies? Was she upset he had a new woman in his life?

My glower could blaze a thousand ships. I opened my mouth to snap back, but Severin beat me to it.

“Keira was lovingly by my side for the first seven days I was here. During my coma and then after, when I woke up, I was in extreme agony getting my burns cleaned and dressed. She held my hand through it all.”

I shifted my feet uncomfortably and glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. He was defending me. Well, defending Keira.

I leaned into him, faking affection, and whispered, “Wow, you’re such a good liar.”

He reached out and caressed my face, tucking a rogue strand of hair behind my ear. Our eyes locked, and tension curled between us as butterflies stirred in me, their wings tickling my stomach.

Suddenly, it felt like we were twenty again—back when my biggest worry was whether we were exclusive. And just like back then, he made me feel giddy.

His thumb lingered on my face, its rough, calloused edge tracing my jawline.

My skin hummed with awareness; every bit of me reacted to his touch. I felt it in the arm he still had curled protectively around my waist, in the contact of our torsos, and in his thumb inviting me to lean even closer.

“Kiss the girl,” someone in the crowd shouted, and two more people repeated it before it turned into a chant.

Panic squeezed my chest, and I stared into his darkening azure eyes. Would he do it? Give in to the crowd and kiss me?

The answer, of course, was yes. His hand left my waist and rose to cup my face. I watched him lean into me, his lips hovering over mine. His breath caressed my lips before he did. The anticipation stretched into an eternity.

It may have been five seconds, but if you told me it was three hours, I would have believed you.

A shock shot through me as his lips finally touched mine.

A show kiss for the cameras, like the prince would give his bride on the balcony of Buckingham Palace, but it was so, so much more than that.

Time froze, but the sound didn’t. Camera shutters clicked, and the crowd’s screams slammed through me, but most of all, I broke under the weight of his kiss. Severin Volkov, my first love. The man I’d given everything to.

This was supposed to be a stage kiss for the cameras, but it was turning into something far, far worse.

Severin didn’t deepen the kiss, and neither did I, but my body caught fire anyway.

Nothing could stop the inferno of lust within me.

An inferno I had to stamp out right now.

I pulled back suddenly and plastered the biggest fake smile I could muster on my lips.

Severin winced, clutching his chest in pain. The man was still covered in burns, and the paparazzi wanted him to perform like a show pony.

Fury churned through my blood. I fucking hated those vultures.

“We really should be getting you home, my love,” I said in a bright soprano voice, then guided him through the crowd to our car.

I’d had enough of the press for one day.

Honestly, I was running from the emotions and memories that staged kiss had stirred up.
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Chapter Seven


Xeniya Morozova

Age 20

Fifteen Years Ago

Iwas in Severin Volkov’s bed, and he slept shirtless, his chest tattoos on full display.

A coiling snake ran along one side of his ribcage while a spiderweb stretched across the other. Trapped within the web were human skulls. He had all the stereotypical tattoos of a mafia heir too: skulls, bullets, knives—everything you’d expect.

But over his heart was a white dandelion tattoo, its seeds blowing in the wind. My fingers hovered over it, my eyebrows drawing together and my mouth parting slightly.

I wanted to trace its edges. But I knew if I did, he would wake up, and I was not at all ready to face what we had done last night.

Well, not last night. It was like 5 a.m. when Severin asked me if I preferred my lips or my pussy.

Turns out, I preferred both.

Yet, even as I stared at this tattoo and relived last night’s memories, I knew nothing was settled.

But he had a dandelion tattoo on his chest, and he called me Moy Oduvanchik.

My dandelion.

Not Sornyachok, meaning my weed, but Moy Oduvanchik, my dandelion.

And he had this tattoo.

It could mean anything. And probably meant nothing. But…

I bit my lip, my cheeks aching from all the emotions I’d held in. I wanted to believe he wanted me. That when Severin said he thought about me every single day for the last two years, he meant it. That somehow, I meant more to him than all his flavors of the week.

But Severin was a man-whore.

For the last three years, I’d watched him fuck any and every woman, never once looking in my direction.

If I were smart, I would run far, far away from him and never look back.

But I wasn’t smart.

I was reckless, and I wanted him far too much.

My fingertips accidentally brushed the edge of his tattoo, and his eyes shot open.

His gaze narrowed on me, and he must have seen the fear in my eyes because he reacted swiftly.

Severin rolled over and pinned me to the bed with his hand on my throat. My breasts bounced with the movement because I, too, was shirtless and braless. Although I did have my panties on.

Severin squeezed my neck gently. “Stop thinking. I can feel your brain moving at a mile a minute. You cannot take this back. You are mine now. Do you understand?”

No. I did not fucking understand.

“What does mine mean, Severin?”

“It means you’re mine,” he growled. “I’m going to fuck you and keep you, and nobody else is ever going to touch you again.”

I slapped his hand away from my throat and sat up, forcing him back onto his heels. With our gazes nearly level, I said, “Fine. If that’s what it means, then it also means that you are fucking mine. You will never touch another girl again.”

“Fine.”

“I mean—” My eyebrows drew together, and I cut myself off. What? Fine? That was far too easy. “You’re not going to argue with me? And tell me you can touch whoever you want?”

“Why would I do that, Xeniya?” His voice was low, like smoky velvet. “I don’t want anyone else but you.”

The words struck me in the chest as if he’d hit me. I don’t want anyone else. He couldn't mean that. And if he did, he'd get sick of me quickly. He was such a whore. He couldn't be happy with one girl.

And I was a virgin.

Wait, did him licking my pussy make me not a virgin now? See, I didn’t even know the answer to that, and what if my pussy wasn’t enough for him? And worse, what if I sucked?

I said the last bit out loud and immediately regretted it.

Severin’s gaze sharpened, and he leaned closer. “Oh, you will be sucking, Xeniya.”

I hit his chest. “Take this seriously. What if I’m terrible at sex? You have so much practice, and I’m stiff, scared, and pathetic. You’ll want to jump ship to someone else immediately. I froze the first time you kissed me.”

“That will never happen.” He lowered his voice, unusually serious, and caressed my bottom lip with his thumb. “Besides, you’re going to get a lot of practice with me.”

I swallowed. I was never going to be enough for him, and he just didn’t realize it yet.

Gently, he flicked my eyebrow. “Stop thinking. You think far too much.”

“I can’t help it.”

He chuckled. “I know.”

He leaned in and kissed me slowly, gently, then pulled away.

My gaze dropped from his face for the first time since he’d climbed on top of me. It was a big mistake. Because now I had an up-close view of his sculpted chest, abs, and whatever those divots were called on either side of his pelvis that pointed to his dick.

My cheeks heated.

“And you didn’t freeze the first time I kissed you,” Severin said playfully.

I squinted and chewed on my lip. “I don’t⁠—“

“If I recall correctly…” His hands came to my waist. “You called my kiss boring.”

“Oh,” I snorted, remembering that kiss from when I was eight. “It was very boring. Maybe Mikhail just did it bet⁠—”

“How dare you,” he said, moving one of his hands up my ribs, toying with me.

“The girl he was with back then seemed to enjoy what he did very much.”

Severin smiled, and his beautiful azure eyes twinkled. “Maybe I should make you eat those words.”

“Maybe you should,” I breathed, my heart pounding in my ears as I waited for him to move again.

And that was exactly what he did. He made me eat those words over and over and over again.

Just kissing and him going down on me twice.

But he never tried to take it further. Which killed me because the more he kissed me all over my body, the more I wanted him inside of me.

The more I needed him to fuck me.

But he didn’t.

“Severin, please,” I begged, parting my lips from his. “I need more of you.”

He laughed against my lips. “Not yet.”

“But,” I whined. “Please.”

And just as the word escaped my lips, a booming knock rattled his door.

“Severin, you have got to get up, man. We’re going to be late.” My brother, Ilya, pounded on the door. “I am going to come in, so for fuck’s sake, make sure I don’t see your dick.”

I whimpered and flashed a terrified glance at Severin as I leaped out of bed and ran behind the door. If it swung open, I’d at least be hidden behind it.

Which was exactly what happened.

Ilya swung the door open, nearly hitting me in the face. My brother stepped inside, and if he turned his head even slightly to the left, he would see me fully naked, cowering behind Severin’s door.

“Ah, dude, what the fuck?” my brother asked. “Were you masturbating?”

My gaze whipped to Severin, who clearly had a boner and was doing nothing to cover it up—or the mess we had made in his sheets. He just shrugged.

“Oh God, don’t tell me you have a girl in here.”

My eyes widened, and my heart sank. I tiptoed closer to the wall as if that would somehow hide me if my brother started looking.

“Dude, you do.” Ilya shook his head. “Well, get rid of her and get fucking dressed. You have the meeting with Niko in thirty minutes.”

“Ah, right?”

“What magic pussy does this girl have to make you forget Bratva business?”

I winced. I did not need my brother talking about my pussy.

“Ilya, leave.” Severin planted his feet and rolled his shoulders back. “I’ll be out in ten minutes.”

“Fine,” Ilya grumbled, clicking the door shut.

With three confident strides, Severin closed the distance between us and cupped my face in his hands. “No freaking out about that.”

“How can I not?” I whispered. “That was my brother.”

“Yes.”

“My twin brother.”

“Yes, it was.” Severin kissed my nose. “Now, into the shower.”

I probably should have been self-conscious showering naked with Severin, but I wasn’t. Then again, I’d spent most of the morning naked with Severin worshiping my body.

So the shower felt natural.

It was a quick shower; we didn’t have time to enjoy it. Five minutes later, I was dressed in his clothes and ready to leave through his window.

I was not testing it.

We might be… whatever this is, but I wasn’t ready to tell anyone.

Severin thought I was being ridiculous.

But he opened the window for me anyway.

“Xeniya, you need to get on birth control.”

“How do you know I’m not on birth control?” I asked.

He flashed me a look that said: Are you kidding me?

Oh, for fuck’s sake. “You went through my trash?”

He smiled, completely unfazed. “I go through your everything.”

“That’s not comforting, you know,” I said, climbing out the window and glancing between him and the trellis I was about to climb down.

“I don’t care. Get on birth control.”

He gave me a gentle kiss before I climbed down his wall.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Eight


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Iwas at work… ignoring my fiancé yet again. Every time I looked at Severin, disgust burrowed into my chest and sank its claws deep into my organs. Whether that disgust was for him or myself, I couldn't say.

I may have felt a tiny bit guilty about all of his injuries.

Only a tiny bit.

But I wasn’t supposed to feel guilt about my dolls. They deserved everything they got.

“I need to get myself together,” I muttered as I poked around the files on my cloned computer.

“Yes, you do,” Kazimir said, propping his feet up on my desk and leaning back, a self-satisfied smirk climbing his face.

I shook my head, ignored him, and opened a new file. After a few minutes of poking around, his impatient huff finally drew my attention. I looked up from my computer. He wore a peacock-blue suit, almost as if he were mocking me for always calling him a peacock.

“Darling, is there something you need?” I asked.

He lifted an amused eyebrow. “You’re being very dull.”

“I’m working, you know, trying to find the mole in the Russian mafia,” I said, clicking into another file.

My cell phone rang, and we both looked at it, lying in the middle of my desk.

He snatched it up. “Ah, who is Sera?”

“Don’t you dare answer that.” I lunged for the phone, trying to pull it from his hands, but he held it out of reach, and this asshole had a long armspan. “Kaz,” I said, dropping my voice an octave and lacing it with darkness.

Kaz’s face blanched, and he handed the phone over immediately. “That was serious.”

“Yes, it was,” I snapped, then returned to my work, ignoring him and Sera alike.

Today, I scoured the financial records. The Man in Black and Blackwood were two of the highest names on my list, but I couldn’t bring myself to search for either of them, for two very different reasons.

Instead, I searched for shell companies linked to the Order or anything that looked unusual. Aleksandr helped fund the Order, and I wanted to find out how and stop it.

If I could make the Russian money run dry, I could deal a big blow to the organization. The Order had other wealthy donors, of course, but replacing that funding would take time. Eventually, though, they would replace it.

But we were fighting a hydra. Either we needed to strike at its core or cut off enough heads that it couldn’t regenerate as quickly.

Cutting off the Russian money would sever a lot of its heads at once. But not enough. The Order had hundreds of men willing to pay millions to fuck or kill a Forgotten.

Some even rented girls for years, buying them as their own personal sex slaves.

Blackwood must have forked out millions to rent me for a year—a small fortune. I was a highly sought-after Forgotten.

So while taking out one money source wouldn’t ruin them, disrupting its funding would weaken them because they had massive bills to pay.

“You mean you are looking for the other mole.” Kaz laughed, sat forward, and grabbed his glass, taking a sip of vodka. “Because I’m right here in front of you.”

I placed my elbows on the table and rubbed my face, letting out an exasperated sigh. “For being my mole, you are very useless.”

“What do you mean? I’m so useful.” He smiled and wiggled his eyebrows. “I saved your little boyfriend’s life the other day.”

“Not willingly, and after you helped me plan how to light the warehouse on fire.”

“See, I’m very useful. So much more useful than them.”

Kaz motioned to my actual employees and Neeve, who hovered over one of them, pointing things out for him to look at. She was searching for something, and I was too busy to ask what.

Probably something to do with the Embroiderer. She refused to drop it, but she was an adult and could make her own decisions.

I had seven people working for me, each with a different role. Three hackers, one forensic scientist, a psychologist—Dr. Emma Hayes—and two private detectives.

Those numbers didn’t include me, any of the Irish, or Katya, whom Kaz had brought along. It took me three years to trust Kaz enough to bring him in, and another year before I let him read his sister in.

Two Russians knowing my true identity and goals were two too many. But I trusted Kaz, even though he might have been the most annoying man I’d ever met.

“Andrew, can you take over looking into the financials for me?” When Andrew grunted his reply, I turned back to Kazimir. “I can see that you’re not going to give up on whatever it is that brought you here today.”

I closed my computer and glared at Kaz, and he rubbed his chin and glowered back.

Wonderful. We were in a competition to see who’d break first. Neither of us was particularly willing to surrender, so the contest didn’t end until Neeve came over and sat next to us.

“Well, this is fascinating. What the hell are you two doing?” she asked.

“Having a staring contest.” Kaz finally broke eye contact with me and flashed Neeve a wicked smile.

“Ah, I see.” She cocked her head, poured herself a drink, and took a long sip. “Is there a reason?” She glanced between us. “I ask because if you’re involved, Kaz, it could very well be because you’re in a silly mood.”

“Well, I am in a silly mood, but also I was testing to see if she would break first.”

“You do know who you’re talking about, right?” Neeve asked. “Xeniya is possibly the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

“Hilarious.” I crossed my arms.

“And the most resilient.” Neeve smiled at me. “She will always win. She was built to win.”

“One could say reborn to win.” Kaz dipped his head in agreement.

I tucked a strand of my white hair behind my ear. “Why are you here, Kaz?”

“I wanted to check on you,” he said seriously, his expression darkening as he focused on me again.

Neeve’s attention shifted to me as well. It was like they coordinated their attack.

But Kaz’s sudden seriousness caught me off guard. He rarely spoke to me without some ridiculous joke ready to escape his mouth.

“I'm fine,” I muttered.

“Are you?” Kaz asked. “You asked me to save Severin and then refused to visit him even once in the hospital. Even I pretended to care about him and showed up for him in the hospital.”

“I literally checked him out.”

“That’s not visiting.” His lips quirked. “How quickly did you ditch him as soon as the press was no longer around?”

“Immediately.” Neeve leaned back, watching me, amusement playing on her face.

I cracked my neck. “Okay, what is your point? Should I really spend time with him? I’m planning to kill him.”

“Yes, except you didn’t.” Kaz’s eyes warmed.

I ran a hand down my face. “What is it you’d like me to say?”

“I want you to admit that you are struggling,” he said.

“I’m not.”

“You know, I never thought of you as a liar.” He swung his feet off of my desk and sat up straight.

I put my elbows back on the desk and rested my head in one hand, turning toward the window. After a long moment, I finally said, “It wasn’t the right time for him to die. I couldn’t let it happen, but I promise you both.” I looked between them. “When the time comes, I will kill him. I will kill them all.”

Neeve raised an eyebrow. “All of them really?”

“Yes,” I breathed, knowing exactly who she was referencing.

I didn’t want to talk about Blackwood and what I was going to do with him. I hadn’t decided.

He was the one Order member who wasn’t necessarily on my ledger, but he also wasn’t not on it. It was complicated. Had he rented me? Yes.

But he was also my anchor in a raging sea. The man who pieced me back together, only to tear me apart again. He rented me for a year, protected me, and gave me true peace for a time.

But then it all fell apart.

And I wasn’t entirely sure why. We’d been happy, and I was convinced he was in love with me and wanted to keep me forever. In that condition, I would have let him. I would have loved him and given him everything.

It was amazing what brainwashing could do.

But then, he abandoned me, throwing me back into my prison cell.

I didn’t know why.

Frankly, I was too afraid to find out.

But deep down, I knew it was because I failed him, and he couldn’t forgive me for what happened to her. I blamed myself too, and I would always hate myself for it.

I rubbed my head. The Order had messed me up so much that I was making excuses for my abusers.

“Can I ask you a different question?” Neeve’s voice was tentative.

“Yes, of course,” I said. “Although, I assume if you have to ask me, I won’t like what you’re about to ask.”

“You definitely won’t.”

“Great.”

“I understand struggling with Severin. But why haven’t you started looking for the Man in Black or Blackwood yet? Why are you avoiding them?”

All of the blood drained from my face, and my stomach dropped. Of course, she went there. She knew me possibly better than I did. It was so frustrating how your best friends could see through all of your defenses.

“I’m not avoiding them.” I swallowed hard. I was a terrible liar, and I couldn’t understand why admitting my weakness to my friends was so difficult.

I had no words to explain myself because I didn’t know what to say.

“She’s afraid,” Kaz said softly.

“I am not,” I snapped back. It was an immediate response, and we all knew I was lying.

“Yes, you are.” He leaned in closer. “It’s okay to be afraid.”

“I’m not.” The lie tasted like bitter, bad coffee, but telling the truth would have been worse.

“Prove it.” Kaz slowly rolled up his sleeves as if preparing for a physical fight rather than the verbal one he was already instigating.

I adjusted my bracelet and pressed my lips together. “Fine. I’ll start with the Man in Black then. I will prove to you that I’m not avoiding him.”

I reopened my laptop and clicked back into the cloned server. The plan was to show them something to get them off my back, but as I clicked through the files, I realized I had no idea where to begin looking for him.

Yes, I’d seen his face, unlike Blackwood, but I knew absolutely nothing about him.

Most of the men I found through research. Security cameras, financials, cyberstalking. But I never sat down and said, I’m going to find X. I always found them through another means.

This is stupid.

I opened my mouth to admit defeat and tell my friends they were right, but before I could speak, something in the files caught my attention.

They were moving around again… in real time.

Someone had created a folder titled “Little Rabbit.”

My hand stilled over the mouse.

I clicked into it. Only one document sat inside, titled Hello, Little Rabbit.

I inhaled sharply, and it caught in my lungs as I opened the live document. Like a Google Doc, this one could be updated in real time and seen on both sides. It was empty except for a blinking cursor.

I hovered over it. The user’s name was Damon. I’d never met a man named Damon—at least not one I remembered—but hundreds of men had visited me during my Order days, and I knew close to forty percent of them.

Picking at my lower lip, I waited for him to do something else. Then he began typing.

Damon:


Hello, My Little Rabbit. Perhaps you were once his rabbit, but now you’re mine. Do you remember me? Oh, how I hope you do.




His cursor paused and flashed as if he were thinking about what to type next or pausing for dramatic effect.

Damon:


Do you, Xeniya?




My skin prickled, and my pulse kicked hard. My fingers stilled over the keyboard. He knew my name. Not Keira. Not the Ghost. But Xeniya. How much more about me did he know? And who had he told?

But I rolled my shoulders back and began to type a reply:

Me:


No. How would I remember you?




My nostrils flared as I waited for his next answer.

Damon:


Oh, you wound me, My Little Rabbit. But don’t worry, you will come to remember me. But first, I have a little gift for you. You have three weeks to save her.




Yours always,




Damon Bayswim Locke




A symbol with an intricate Celtic knot appeared below the message. It was the Tree of Life, but its branches were twisted and coiled in strange ways.

Save her?

I rubbed my neck, studying the screen. This Damon person was clearly the other hacker, messing with all of the Russian files. But was he helping me or taunting me? Was he Russian, or was he infiltrating their systems too?

His message raised far more questions than it answered.

Me:


Is that your name? I typed.




He didn’t respond. But Andrew and Eric did.

“Xeniya, you have come to see this,” Eric called from the other side of the room. Then Andrew said, “And this.”

Both their voices wavered, thick with emotion.

I went still. Whatever I was about to see would shake me to my core. Neeve clutched my sleeve, her expression widening with alarm. She knew too.

Slowly, we got up and crossed the room toward my men. My breath caught. On the screen was a beautiful, battered blonde woman who couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, wearing a sheer red dress. She was chained to a bed, and three Order men stood over her, about to do horrific things to her.

They weren't wearing masks. I'd find them eventually.

My hands went numb. Those chains. That dress. The way the light never dimmed enough to block it all out. My fingers curled against the edge of a desk, and my mind left my body for a moment. I was twenty-two again, chained to the bed, waiting for men to mount me. Waiting for them to dismantle me piece by piece until all that was left was rage.

I looked away from the screen.

I didn’t want to see it.

Yes, I had found many Order streams before, and I had rescued many women before, but I never, ever got used to it. I could never look at it without feeling callous.

Outside, rain pounded against the window frames, and thunder rumbled with the same fury churning inside me. It was almost as if the weather reflected my emotions. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that ability. No, all I could really do was become invisible and walk through things.

Which was useful enough.

I looked up from the screen, motioned for Andrew to get out of the way, and took over his computer. I clicked into the stream and found exactly what I expected—a fast-flux botnet. The IP address changed roughly every ten seconds, routing through hacked smart TVs, routers, and security cameras.

Three weeks

Damon's words hit me hard.

You have three weeks to save her.

Fuck. It was a ticking clock, and I wasn’t foolish enough to believe Damon was bluffing. The Order was going to kill this girl if we didn’t save her.

But, I wouldn’t let that happen. I was a brilliant hacker. Given enough time, I could unravel the botnet, identify the servers behind it, and trace them to a physical location. But Damon had given me three weeks, and that method could take months.

I didn’t have that time.

That way was tedious, and by the time I found the compound where the woman was held, she would be dead.

Which meant the digital trail would lead nowhere. So I wouldn't even bother.

We’d do it through sound and satellites.

“Monitor the radio frequencies and satellites, and I need—” I started to get up to retrieve my computer, but Eric was already on it. This wasn’t our first rodeo. “Great, time to feed the signal…”

I captured the sound signals from the stream and fed them through my prewritten algorithm. Most of the time, criminals would slice up the audio and feed it through multiple satellites, so in order to find them, I needed to stitch it back together. Once I had that and did some tedious math, I could narrow the location to a 200-mile radius. From there, I'd need clues from the video to pinpoint the exact location.

If my algorithm worked correctly, I might be able to pinpoint the location within the week. If my algorithm didn’t work right, it could take months to fix it.

So I prayed it wouldn’t fucking break.

Because I needed to find this girl. For me and for her.

She would not die.

So all I had was three weeks.

I also prayed she didn’t have a marathon day within those three weeks, because those were the worst.
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Chapter Nine


Xeniya Morozova

Age 22

Thirteen Years Ago

During my first week as a prisoner, I'd been convinced my father would come for me and that he’d burn everything down to get me back.

Three months later, I knew I'd die here.

I begged for death several times, and they wouldn’t give it to me. On my worst days, they kept me drugged or chained so I wouldn’t kill myself.

Yes, unfortunately, I had to admit, I wanted to die.

I wanted to die every moment of every day, but I had to live so they wouldn’t hurt Nika or kidnap Abigail.

But the only question I had now was: how long would I suffer and at the hands of how many men?

How many men would rape me?

Unfortunately, I was about to discover that one day, I would lose count. And today was going to be the start.

My first Marathon Day.

I would learn much later that the Marathon Days were set up for the men who didn’t have enough money to rent me on a normal day. It was for the cheap men.

And like all other days, the rules were simple:

1. Don’t kill the Muse.
2. Don’t maim their face.
3. A Muse can only be out of service for two weeks after a rental. So all injuries must be healed, or mostly healed, within two weeks.
4. Scars can only be left by higher-paying members and must be approved by the Headmaster.
5. Failure to abide by these rules can result in fines, bodily injury, or death.



But as soon as the day started, I knew it would be different.

Because of the voices.

There were so many hushed voices coming from beyond my doorway. I counted footsteps, too, but lost track of how many pairs there were.

The voices sounded excited, which made me want to vomit.

An excited Lethe only meant something terrible was going to happen to me.

I glanced at my prison wall. The monitors were on today, showing all of my family and friends. There were seven monitors, and they kept flashing through security cameras of the people I loved most.

That was another sign today would be bad.

They reminded me what I had to lose.

I cracked my neck and drew my knees into my chest. Metal scraped against the frame as I moved. My ankles were manacled to the bed today.

Sometimes they manacled me just for fun—to make it so I didn’t even have freedom within my cell.

My attention drifted back to the door. Shadows danced on the other side, growing in size. They were coming for me. The door swung open, and four guards in blue walked in ahead of the Headmaster.

One of the guards unshackled my legs and wrenched me to my feet.

The Headmaster came in slowly, and when he reached me, he caught my chin and forced my eyes up to meet his honey-brown ones.

“Be a good girl today.” His gaze flicked to the screens. “These men have been waiting to play with you for months, and we are going to show them a good time, right?”

When I didn’t answer, he growled, “Right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” He smiled cruelly. “Now, put this on.”

He handed me a pink, diaphanous dress. I was currently wearing a white prison jumpsuit.

He stepped back to give me room. I gulped and immediately followed his orders, first pulling off my shirt and letting my breasts spill out.

The Headmaster’s gaze followed the movement, and he reached a hand out to pinch one of my nipples.

I stilled, letting him do whatever he wanted. He leaned in and licked the column of my neck and then whispered into my ear, “Oh, how I want to defile you, my sweet. But not today.”

He stepped back once more, his gaze tracking to my pants. Leisurely—because I knew he liked a show—I pulled them down and kicked them off. I let him have his fill of my exposed pussy, then pulled the dress over my head.

He clicked his tongue. “Yes, yes.”

Then he clapped his hands, and two guards flanked me. He turned on his heel and walked out. The guards forced me to follow. In the large room, rows of men sat in fold-out chairs.

Some whistled when they saw me, while others stared, their gazes devouring me.

The guards paraded me past them, leading me to a room I’d never been in.

My heart sank as soon as I saw it.

A sex dungeon.

“We’re going to start in the playroom,” the Headmaster said with sadistic glee.

Then he personally strapped me into a suspension harness before seven men were guided into the room.

That was how the day started.

It only got worse from there.

Thirty-seven men visited me. Some rented me as a group; others came alone. Some rented for an hour, but most only got a half hour.

The marathon lasted exactly 24 hours. The torture and beatings took place in the final twelve, with the worst of them coming in the last three.

No one scarred me, but I was flogged and punched and kicked and strangled.

I couldn’t decide which half was worse, but by the end of it, I was crumpled on the floor of a room I didn’t remember entering, in so much pain I couldn’t move.

They left me there for two days in agony, and then he came.

The door opened gently, the lights dimmed, and for the first time I registered how assaulting the light had been before.

The stabbing pressure in my eye sockets gradually eased.

Instantly, I felt calmer, but as soon as I heard the heavy boots, the hairs on my arms rose again.

But the steps were measured and deliberately slow. He walked in and out of the room several times before stopping.

I lifted my head to see who was here to torture me again. Maybe it was that cunt of a doctor.

I groaned as I moved. Everything hurt. My ribs, my back—which was covered in flogging welts—my stomach, my legs, and my arms. Everything hurt.

Every muscle felt stiff and sore.

“You don’t need to move.” His voice was smooth and velvety, with a posh British accent.

I lowered myself down, and my face kissed the concrete. All I saw was his black dress shoes.

I sucked in a pained breath as he knelt beside me and opened a medical kit, deliberately keeping it within my field of vision.

“In here are some pain meds. Unfortunately, not the strong kind. Although I assume you wouldn’t want to be drugged to that level with a man you’ve just met.”

“Not like it matters,” I said under my breath.

Because let’s be serious. It didn’t. They owned me and could do whatever they wanted.

The Marathon was proof of that.

“In the kit is also a topical treatment for your welts,” he said slowly. “I can help you apply it, but I am guessing you’d rather I not touch you at all.”

He was right, and the fact that he knew it well enough to say it was unsettling.

No one had bothered to ask me what I wanted in months, much less guessed it right.

“Here are some ice packs for the swelling and pain.” He pulled a black duffel bag from behind him and placed it within reach. “Here is some water I added electrolytes to.” He set a tumbler next to my head.

My gaze caught on his arm. His dress shirt was rolled up, exposing an intricate tattoo on his forearm. It was a tree whose roots started at his wrist and branched out in tangled patterns.

It was beautiful.

“That should help with your dehydration,” he said, the tumbler’s metal clicking against the concrete.

He stepped back, as if to observe me from afar.

I stared at his feet and torso, unable to lift my head high enough to see his face. Nothing happened as I waited for him to move, leaving me free to do whatever I wanted.

What the fuck was going on?

My hackles rose. Why was this man giving me control? Allowing me to choose what I wanted to pick up and use. And allowing me to be the one to do it.

He hadn’t touched me or even moved to get close to me.

Why was he letting me choose?

It was either genuine or manipulative, and I didn’t know which option scared me more.

The pain made me groan as I reached for the meds. Every tiny movement hurt. But I managed to get my hand on a small sealed pouch containing two pills.

With considerable effort, I tried to tear it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

The man stepped forward, and I recoiled.

His foot hovered for a moment, as if he were deciding whether to take another step.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

I hesitated, waiting for him to lose patience and act without permission or scream at me for not answering. But nothing happened.

If I said no, would anything happen? Would he walk away? Or would he remind me that he'd paid for my time and body and could do whatever he wanted with me?

His shoes were immaculate. Black laces, perfect shine, almost as if they were brand new. I waited for him to move.

He didn't.

I set the pouch on the floor, testing whether he would try to touch me or open the medication.

He still didn’t move.

“Yes,” I croaked. “You can help me.”

He took three commanding steps forward, grabbed the package, ripped it open, set it back down where I had put it, then retreated once more.

I squeezed my eyes shut, anticipating the pain as I placed my palms on the concrete and pushed myself into a sitting position.

Every movement was agony, but I managed it.

I grasped the package, poured the pills into my hand, tossed them into my mouth, and washed them down with the water he had provided. All the while, I stared at him, now getting a perfect view of his muscular body wrapped in a suit.

He wore a black half mask, leaving his lips and pale skin visible. His dark blond hair was styled to perfection, not a single strand out of place.

“Did you rent me today?” I asked before taking another sip of water.

“Yes.” His voice was rough but unnaturally sexy, like I’d imagined Thor, the God of Thunder, would sound.

“To bring me medicine?”

“Yes.”

“And not try to touch me?”

“Yes.” And with that, he turned on his heel and walked out of the room.

The door clicked shut, and I watched the shadows on the other side sway, waiting for something to happen. For the other shoe to drop.

But nothing did.

He’d actually left without touching me.

That had never happened before.

It was the first time I met the man I would come to know as Blackwood—the man who would become my everything for the next three years.
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Chapter Ten


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Well, luckily for me, it was Target Practice Tuesday again, and all of my dolls were hanging from my dartboard.

Before going upstairs to poke through the Russian files, I'd affixed them to it so they could anticipate their next punishments.

But as I stared at them—and now that I had a more important task—I didn’t want to do target practice at all.

I wanted them dead.

I'd imagined a hundred different ways to make them suffer. Months and months of torture, prolonging their suffering as they had done to every Forgotten they touched. They deserved a lifetime of torment. But every minute I spent focusing on them was another minute the blonde woman didn't have.

I wanted my dolls dead.

Saving the woman—all of the women—mattered more.

Revenge was sweet, and torture was fun, but rescuing the Forgotten was my calling—my most important job.

And these men were distracting me.

So I took a blade from my tool table and hurled it across the room. Four more followed until all of my dolls, save Aleksandr, had knives protruding from their throats.

The gurgling hit me first, followed by the overwhelming smell of wet pennies and mineral-rich rain. Blood smelled exactly how you’d think it would and, at the same time, nothing as you’d imagine.

But the sheer intensity was what surprised me most. When an animal—or, in this case, five dickless humans—bled out, blood became the only thing you could smell. All-consuming.

I grabbed my sixth blade, pulled out a folding chair, and sat down to admire my artistic masterpiece.

I’d call it blood rain.

No, that wasn’t quite right. Maybe blood falls? Five crimson waterfalls cascading down men's necks, naked chests, and legs.

The tip of my final knife traced my lips as Aleksandr fought against his chains.

He knew he was next.

He knew his death would be much, much worse.

Because Aleksandr Volkov understood my moods too well.

After all, he’d shaped them, just as I understood his.

Footsteps sounded upstairs, followed by the telltale creak of the upper basement door.

Soft clicks followed.

Click.

Click.

The wood creaked.

Click.

Click.

The door creaked.

But I couldn’t look away from my dolls. The crimson rain held me in a trance.

Fixated on the life pouring out of my terrible dolls’ bodies.

A hand landed on my shoulder, startling me.

“Xeniya,” Neeve breathed. “Are you okay?”

I tilted my chin up to look at her. “Are you?”

She smiled softly and shook her head. “Of course not.”

Neeve didn't pull her hand away, and I found myself strangely grateful for the contact. Her love for me wasn't grand. It lived in quiet moments like these. Simple, grounding, human connection.

“I wanted my dolls dead.”

“I know.” She squeezed my shoulder again. “I did too.”

Her focus shifted to my scarlet painting, my masterpiece of eunuchs.

“I don’t have enough time to keep torturing them and search for the girl.”

Neeve tilted her head, her red hair spilling over her shoulders, almost perfectly matching the blood. “Are you going to kill Aleksandr?”

“Yes.” I stood and approached my ex-boyfriend’s father. “I would like to end him more slowly, but then, maybe he’s not even important enough for that.”

Yanking down his gag was a mistake. Of course, the first thing he did was threaten me.

“Killing me won’t keep you safe, little whore.”

“Oh?” I smiled mischievously. “Do you think your son will avenge you?”

“Severin is a pathetic boy. No, my man, the one who failed to kill you in the Gauntlet, is still coming for you,” he snarled, the words crawling out of his mouth like a corpse from a grave. “You survived him once, but you won’t survive him again.”

The blood drained from my face as I met Aleksandr’s cold, harsh eyes. Pressure closed around my throat, and my hand flew to my neck, my vision blurring as the memory hit me.
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Age 17

Eighteen Years Ago

It was the war games, and I was going to win!

I was running through the forest, someone hot on my heels. I’d just stolen a flag from Severin’s team. The Gauntlet was essentially an amplified, dangerous version of capture the flag, and his team was pissed I’d managed to sneak past their defenses. Maybe pissed enough to attack me brutally.

And from the sound of the boy pursuing me, I knew they’d try.

Technically, we weren’t supposed to kill each other and could only use BB guns and paintballs, but we were very much allowed to hurt each other.

My pursuer’s footfalls grew louder—closer. Too close. Whoever it was, his stride was longer and his pace faster. Technically, that description matched most of the boys I trained with. So I still wasn’t sure what I was up against.

But whoever it was, I was smaller and far more agile, and I intended to use that to my advantage.

I dodged right, leaving the trail and plunging into the thicker woods, where the terrain would favor me. Low branches and narrow spaces between trees and rocks offered passages too tight for him to follow.

His size gave him the advantage in a straight sprint. Out here, it worked against him.

My fitted tactical jacket snagged on a branch, jerking me backward and slamming me against the trunk. I rubbed the arm that had taken the brunt of the impact. Fuck.

A quick pat of my sports bra confirmed the flag was still tucked inside. Good.

I kept running.

His footfalls faded until I could barely hear them. If not for the snap of a branch, I would have thought I’d escaped him. I slipped between the tightly packed trees and dodged left.

A couple more maneuvers, and I’d be rid of him. The terrain grew steeper and steeper. I’d chosen the path of greatest resistance to put any boy at a disadvantage.

A few more checks over my shoulder revealed nothing—no sight or sound of my pursuer, or even an animal moving through the forest.

The trees finally gave way to what I thought was a dirt-covered clearing. It wasn’t.

There was no more forest. No more terrain at all.

I burst through the treeline and dropped to my ass, digging my heels into the dirt to stop myself from going over a cliff and falling into the lake below.

My feet skidded to a stop right at the cliff’s edge.

Slowly, I rolled onto my knees, knelt, and peered over the edge. The water crashed against the rock below. Maybe a fifty-foot drop. Steep enough that I didn’t even want to try jumping.

I got to my feet and turned, searching for another escape route, but my pursuer stood between me and the forest. I stumbled back, nearly going over the edge as the loose gravel shifted beneath my boots.

He leaned against a tree, his head cocked like a bird of prey eyeing its next meal. A black tactical half mask concealed his face, leaving only his lips and defined jawline exposed.

Intimidating was not the right word for this man.

Yes… a man. He was not one of my competitors.

No paintball gun hung from his shoulder or uniform. He had no scrawny, underdeveloped muscles or acne. No, he was a fully formed man, and not a single bead of sweat clung to him. Chasing me through the forest hadn't cost him a damn thing.

Because he was a mafia assassin.

I knew it deep down in my bones.

I gulped as I heard the waves break against the cliff behind me. Forward meant falling into an assassin's hands. Backward meant risking the fall and the water.

Neither option was good.

In fact, both were a terrible idea.

Loose gravel shifted beneath my boots again as I edged backward, though I had nowhere to go.

His mouth curved into a sinister smile, and he raised a gun with a silencer on the end. “Not so fast.”

A viper coiled around my ribcage and squeezed tightly.

My jaw clenched. Behind me, the cliff offered the only possible escape.

“Do you think you can outjump a bullet?” he asked.

Possibly, if I surprised him. But even trying would be exceedingly foolish. My options were shrinking. I sucked in a slow breath, unsure what to do.

“Come to me, Zaychik.” He extended his gloved hand, keeping the gun pointed at me.

My feet locked in place, and my fingers shook. He’d called me little bunny. The nickname Severin and my family used for me.

How the fuck did he know that?

He’d done his research, which meant he likely knew my strengths and weaknesses. He was the predator and I the unsuspecting prey.

A gust of wind nudged my body toward the edge, and I peered down again, swallowing hard.

“Come here, Zaychik, or I will shoot you, and I really don’t want to shoot you.”

I scoffed. “And what is it that you would like to do?”

“Just have a little chat with you.”

I shook my head, and my feet slid a bit as the gravel beneath me shifted again, pebbles ticking over the edge. “That doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

“Regardless, I’d have you by my side. Now!”

My throat worked. My gaze darted back to the lake. Sunlight flashed across the water. Jumping would be a much better option than facing this man. But before I could make up my mind, a sharp, muffled pop split the air, followed by a searing sting along the edge of my ear.

Warm liquid trickled down my earlobe and onto my neck, carrying the faint metallic scent of pennies.

He’d shot me. Kind of…

“Come to me, Zaychek.”

The wind tore a loose strand of hair from my braid. Another drop of blood slid down my neck as I took my first step toward the assassin. I stopped at the treeline, leaving some distance between us.

The assassin holstered his gun and smiled. There was no anger in that smile, only deep, unbridled amusement.

Chills ran down my spine.

He was going to kill me. I couldn’t understand why he insisted on doing it up close. Maybe he enjoyed watching the life leave his victims. Whatever the reason, if I didn't think of something soon, I was going to die.

But there was no question who had sent him.

Aleksandr Volkov.

He had wanted me dead for years.

Then he surged forward, his weight crashing into me as his hand closed around my neck. My back slammed against the tree, the rough bark digging into my shirt. Air rushed from my lungs, and my breasts rose with the strain of trying to breathe.

The assassin’s grip wasn't tight, and a moment later, the pressure vanished. His fingers began stroking the side of my face like I was his cat.

“Always so beautiful.” He caressed my cheek again. “And always his.”

“What?”

My hand braced against the tree. His liquid eyes darkened, and a vein in his jaw twitched before his hand returned to my neck and squeezed. Horrifyingly, my brain did not focus on the right thing in that moment. No. It focused on the smells. Damp earth, crushed leaves, freshwater mist, and dark sap—the smells hit me all at once.

Then the unyielding pressure. The muscles in my neck strained against it, my jaw clenching so hard my teeth threatened to crack, and both of my hands flew up, trying to pry his fingers away.

His lips touched my earlobe. “You should know the name of the man who is going to kill you.”

My fingers clawed at his hands. I couldn’t swallow, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe.

“My name is Damon… sometimes.” His fingers squeezed harder. “Goodbye, Moya Zayka.”

With each second, my life was slowly—oh so slowly and painfully—leaving me.

I fought as much as I could, driving my knee toward his balls. Useless. Utterly and totally useless. He was too strong. A trained Bratva assassin, built from pure muscle. No matter how strong or well-trained I was, he’d always have the advantage. Men would always be stronger.

Pressure built inside my skull, my pulse roaring in my ears.

I clawed at his hands, trying to scratch him, but his gloves and long sleeves left no skin exposed.

Was this a futile endeavor?

I wouldn’t—I couldn’t—believe it.

With the last of my strength, I threw my weight sideways. And just like at the cliffside, the gravel at the base of the tree shifted. I was counting on it. I wrenched him off balance, and we fell.

The impact knocked the air out of me, but I immediately started crawling.

Trying desperately to get away.

Sharp rocks dug into my palms as I struggled to stand.

But his hand shot out and seized my ankle, dragging me backward. I hit the ground again and whimpered.

Seconds later, he was on me, straddling me, his hands around my throat once more. His sleeves had ridden up during the fall, exposing the edges of a tattoo. Black ink formed a circular pattern. Scales like a dragon's… or maybe a snake's, with a black curve disappearing beneath his sleeve.

I was mesmerized, almost as if I were in a trance.

I was dying. My thoughts began to blur, surrendering to the peace of death. Tears gathered, and my limbs tingled as sensation slipped away. Sound became distant and broken.

Yet, I wasn’t quite ready to give up.

Something rough brushed my fingertips. For some reason, the texture comforted me—the tiny granules, the strange softness beneath the grit. It was wonderful.

Then it hit me: it was dirt.

My fingers closed around a handful, and I flung it into the assassin’s eyes.

Instantly, the pressure loosened and disappeared.

He clawed at his face, trying to clear the dirt. I squirmed beneath him, but his legs tightened around me, pinning me in place.

My mind raced.

How did I get out of this?

I reached for more dirt, but he caught my hands.

He blinked down at me, his bloodshot eyes a liquid blue darkening like a gathering storm. The wind hummed through the trees as he studied me, something uncertain in his expression. Something in him had changed. And the difference was stark.

His grip loosened. He released my hands, cocked his head, and stroked my cheek once more before shifting his weight back onto his heels.

For a moment, neither of us moved.

What? Seconds ago, he'd been determined to kill me, and now he was studying me like a research subject. Almost as if he wanted to see how I would react to this sudden change in our circumstances. Like he was equally fascinated by watching me die as watching me squirm.

His hand lifted slightly, and I flinched.

But he made no move to touch me again.

“Oh, Zaychek.” He closed his eyes and inhaled, as if savoring the mix of my fear and lavender perfume. I shivered, disgust churning my insides. “You’re a fun little thing. Go on, leave me.”

He was letting me go. Letting. Why?

It didn’t matter. I’d take the opportunity.

I slid out from under him without looking back. My legs barely cooperated as I crawled toward the cliff edge. I didn’t want to risk that this was a trick. So I decided to get as far from the assassin as possible, as quickly as I could.

So that meant jumping.

The assassin didn’t move to follow.

He simply watched. Fascinated.

Below, the water darkened beneath the cliff's shadow. I prayed it was deep enough and that I could outswim the currents.

Then I plunged off the edge and into the water.

“Until next time, my bunny.” His words followed me down.

Next time.
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Age 35

Present

The memory faded.

For a moment, the scent of damp earth lingered, even though there was nothing around me except blood and concrete.

I was on my knees at Aleksandr’s feet, blood pooling around my legs from my dying dolls. Neeve clutched my face, her mouth moving, but I couldn't make out the words.

I squinted at her.

Maybe she wasn’t yelling. Maybe she was just talking

It was unclear.

After several blinks, the room finally steadied enough for me to nod. “I’m okay.” I cracked my neck and stood.

I was unmoored, like a ship lost at sea with no motor, no sails, and no working anchor.

And all of it unsettled me.

I was a ruthless killer. My victims didn’t get to me. They never affected me… and yet, now?

Now I was ripping at my seams.

Aleksandr looked far too pleased with himself. I glared at him.

“Smile, but it won’t matter. Let your assassin come. Let Damon come. I will end him like I’m going to end you.”

The bravado in my voice was entirely false. Aleksandr Volkov wouldn't see any more of my fear. But I was terrified.

Damon—the Russian mole and the hacker fucking with me—was also the assassin who had once almost killed me. He knew my real name. He knew exactly who I was. And if that were true, did he know what I was?

Did he know I was a Fury?

Did he know my weaknesses?

And if he was Aleksandr’s man, why wasn’t he working with Severin? Why hadn’t he told Severin who I was?

Exposing me would be so easy.

So what the fuck did Damon truly want from me?

Eighteen years ago, he'd come after me, tried to kill me, and then let me go. And in his most recent messages, he'd asked if I remembered him.

Was he referring to being the assassin sent to kill me?

Or could he be a Lethe too? Could he have also rented me?

Fuck.

It was all too much to untangle right now. But I had a job to do.

So I let my malicious mask slide back on.

I planted my palms in the pool of blood and pushed myself to my feet, standing tall before Aleksandr.

My nostrils flared. “Let him come.”

I slid my blade across his throat. Blood spilled from the wound as he gurgled and choked.

I held his gaze until the last sign of life left him.

A wicked smile curled my lips as I turned to Neeve. “It’s time to bring Severin his next gift.”

“Somehow, I don’t think this will beat the taxidermy dick in a box, though.”
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Chapter Eleven


Severin Volkov

Age 36

It would be an overstatement to say that filleting a man’s flesh was my favorite thing to do, but it was in my top ten.

Filleting flesh from one of the men who planted the bomb that killed Xeniya, though?

Yeah, I loved doing that.

Probably too much.

I also loved hearing them beg.

Xeniya never got the chance to beg for her life because she was gone in an instant.

Turned to red mist in the blink of an eye, a moment that had haunted my dreams and all of my nightmares for thirteen years.

I counted every second without her.

For thirteen years, I hunted them all down and ended them.

I rolled up my sleeves and tossed my blade from hand to hand as a wicked grin slowly curled on my lips.

“Do you regret planting the bomb?” I asked, disgust dripping from my every word.

“Yes,” Vittorio Caruso whined from behind his gag.

His answer meant nothing to me. Neither would anything the others had to say.

Whether they planted the bomb or not, I wanted every last Caruso dead. Even the ones who hadn't been there, even the ones who'd had nothing to do with the bombing.

It didn’t matter to me because they’d let her die.

But I was getting close to completing my Garden of Heads.

Only five Caruso men were left.

Vittorio spent ten years hiding from me, knowing I was coming, knowing I would stop at nothing to hunt him down and destroy him.

But he was unlucky, and I found him in South America at a cartel stronghold.

Now, he’d spent seven weeks in my basement, where I'd been torturing him one piece at a time, cutting him every night and bathing in his screams.

I didn't expect him to last much longer because he was barely hanging on by a thread.

Unfortunate that.

I sighed and peeled another piece of flesh from his inner thigh, close to his groin.

He screamed, which was music to my ears, but the sound was weak and pathetic. Barely there.

I kept carving shapes into his leg as the color leeched from his face and his strength faded; then he stopped moving altogether.

Three hours. That's how long I'd been at it.

I huffed and switched on my cardiac monitor.

One long beep sounded.

With another sigh, I switched the machine off again.

“Well, you lasted longer than most of the rest.” I kicked his chair.

In the corner stood my best woodchopping ax—or, in this case, head-chopping ax—and it was its time to shine.

With one strong swing, I sent Vitto's head bouncing across the floor.

Such a beautiful sound.

I never got over it.

It was so peaceful and right.

A sting shot through my torso as I moved. The burns pulled tight beneath my clothes. Four weeks had passed since the fire, and although my skin was healing, the damn things still fucking hurt from time to time.

I winced as I sat in a folding chair, another twinge shooting through my torso. I rested my elbows on my knees and watched the blood drain from Vitto's head.

My cleaning staff hated me.

The tenth time I'd carried a severed head upstairs, through the grand hall, and out the back exit, Olga had yelled at me to clean up the blood myself.

We'd reached a compromise after that. I'd let most of the blood drain from the heads before moving them upstairs.

So that was what I was doing.

Watching a head drain of blood.

Riveting stuff.

After a while, I opened my color-by-numbers app. It was boring as hell waiting, but Vitto's head had to be planted tonight.

But this was my ritual of sorts.

Cut it off, plant it.

Then there was family dinner tonight, and I'd invited my new fiancée to eat with Aurora and Mikhail.

So that was going to go swimmingly.

Aurora hated all new people… especially women.

But if I was going to pull off this engagement and alliance, I had to take it seriously. And since the fire, I'd barely seen Keira.

So family dinner it was.

Thirty minutes later, I grabbed Vitto's head by the hair and strolled upstairs without a care in the world. That lasted until I reached the landing and my stomach coiled like a cobra.

Because I'd walked straight into chaos. Maids screamed. Bratva men and guards milled around while Nika stood motionless, staring up at something in the grand entrance.

I approached her slowly, following her line of sight.

The sight nearly made me drop Vitto's head, because another severed head had been staked atop the ornate wooden newel post at the foot of the grand staircase.

But not just any head.

My father’s. Aleksandr Volkov, former head of the Russian mafia.

Without a head, it would be rather hard to remain the head of the mafia. Pun intended.

I suppressed a laugh. This ghost had a good sense of humor.

Well, there went my digging time. My jaw tightened because now I was going to have to deal with the aftermath of this and pretend I gave one fuck about my father.

Standing before his severed head, I searched for something—grief, anger, anything, but all I found was relief. He had never been a loving or good father to me. I was his heir, and as his heir, I was beaten into submission and forged into a leader through horrific acts. I wouldn’t miss my father one bit, and neither would any of his men.

Sure, they would pretend to care, but most would celebrate his death in private.

Unfortunately, I still had to pretend to care and investigate his murder. But at this point, I wasn't convinced her vengeance was wrong.

Besides, I highly doubted we'd find evidence that could reveal her true identity.

Did ghosts even have DNA?

Even if they did, there was no way this ghost had left prints or clues.

Dimitri and his crew dusted for fingerprints, took photographs, and documented everything they could find.

Time slipped away. One moment, I was staring at my father's head; the next, heels clicked across the limestone, and Keira appeared in the doorway with Neeve in tow.

Their mouths fell open as they took in the sight of me holding a severed head by its hair, with my father's head staked on the ornate banister behind me.

I imagined it was quite the show.

“I truly hope head is not on the menu for tonight’s dinner.” Keira laughed, glancing between my father and me. “I’m pretty sure that’s how one gets prion disease.”

“Oh, God.” Neeve shivered. Prions were terrifying to all doctors. “You know, sometimes I wish you were a little less smart and remembered fewer random facts, Keira.”

Keira shrugged. “I can’t really help it.” She turned back to me. “So I recognize the one on the banister”—she pointed to my father—“but who is the one in your hand?”

“An Italian.”

“Did they harm you?”

“Grievously.”

She gave another shrug. “All right, then. Is dinner canceled, or must the show go on?”

My brow creased. Did anything faze this woman? She was so… unbothered by any blood, guts, or even the mention of death. Was it possible this woman had been made for me?

That Xeniya had sent her to me?

Or, at the very least, had she been made to become a mobster’s wife?

I cleared my throat, because I did, in fact, want the show to go on.

“Want to help me bury some heads?”

Excitement glinted in her brown eyes. “Oh, I thought you’d never ask.”

This woman.

I couldn't decide whether I was impressed or a little terrified by how unfazed she was.

Wrenching my father's head off the banister took a considerable amount of effort, but we eventually managed it and carried the grisly thing outside to the willow tree overlooking the man-made lake.

Keira and I went alone while the rest of my men continued the investigation to find the Ghost.

My father's head should probably have stayed behind as evidence, but I never wanted to see his face again, and frankly, I didn't care to find the ghost this way.

I'd find her eventually, but I had a far more important task. She rescued me from the warehouse for a reason, and I believed it was to find out what happened to her.

And then?

Possibly to help her hunt down all the men who harmed her.

My focus turned back to my current task, and the woman standing next to me. Keira's red hair swayed in the wind as she approached the shoreline and my willow tree.

I'd planted it at the lake's edge after Xeniya died because she'd called me her willow, and I'd wanted something to remember her by.

I also had a willow tree tattoo on my arm for the same reason.

One of seven tattoos I'd gotten for her.

But she only knew the significance of the dandelion over my heart and her initials on my ring finger. She'd died before seeing the third, fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh tattoos I'd devoted to her.

I grunted and stared down at the heads we were about to add to my garden.

To avoid digging into the water, I buried the heads farther back from the shoreline, in the grass leading toward the house.

Although technically, they were still in the willow's shadow.

Keira touched the trunk and looked out over the lake, where waves broke against the shore. After a minute, she shifted her attention to the plaque on the tree, which bore six numbers.

Her fingers traced the metal and the engraved numbers, her expression turning pensive.

“What’s this date?” she asked.

“The day they died.” I didn't elaborate, and Keira didn't ask.

I set the heads on the path and grabbed my auger. With an earth auger, I could dig a hole for a head in thirty minutes and fill it in within five.

“Can I do it?” Keira asked.

My eyebrows drew together. “Why?”

She shrugged. “I just feel like it.”

So I let her because why not.

She dug two holes exactly where I'd suggested, working quickly and efficiently, and once she finished, I gathered the heads and joined her.

“Do you want to say any words?” she asked, stepping back from the holes.

“No.” I tossed my father’s head into one and the Italian's into the other.

Keira bit her bottom lip and peered into the pit. “Very heartless of you.” Her tone was light and filled with humor.

“They don’t deserve sympathy.”

“Are you glad they’re dead?”

“Yes.”

And with that, I shoveled dirt over my father’s useless head. He belonged here, buried among all the other evil men.
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Chapter Twelve


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Family dinner was worse than torture, and that was saying a lot. I’d been maimed, blinded, and murdered before… but somehow, dealing with an eight- to ten-year-old child topped all of it.

I still didn’t know how old the girl was, and although she was small and seemingly immature, she grasped topics that seemed beyond an eight-year-old’s capacity.

Either way, the spawn was terrifying.

We weren’t even a minute into our first appetizer when Svetlana asked Neeve, “I heard you were Severin’s previous fiancée. Is that true?”

“Yes,” Neeve replied slowly, raising her fork to her mouth.

Neeve sat to my left, Mikhail to my right, and Severin was directly across from me, with Svetlana beside him.

We were in the formal dining room, surrounded by elaborate carvings on the walls and furniture, the whole place looking like something out of an eighteenth-century royal palace.

“Was it a real engagement or a mafia stunt like my friend Ana told me about the other day?” Svetlana asked.

“Define real.” Neeve set down her fork and faced the girl head-on.

Svetlana set down her own utensils and fired off her next questions. “Did you want to marry him? Were you in love? Are you jealous of Keira? Do you still want to marry him?”

Neeve glanced at me, her eyes wide, her expression giving: what the fuck, Xeniya?

My shrug was my only answer: she’s not my child.

Silence fell over the table, and Svetlana looked between us, smiling like the cat who got the cream.

Then, with a mischievous glint in her eye, she said, “I think Neeve is far prettier than Keira.”

I choked on my wine and nearly spit it out. I didn’t disagree, because Neeve had an almost unnatural, ethereal beauty.

Bright green eyes, tiny freckles that lined her sharp cheekbones, and deep crimson hair with a near-perfect natural wave. She didn’t even have to style it for it to look flawless, and she looked like Nicole Kidman in the movie The Moulin Rouge.

“Svetlana, that wasn’t very nice,” Severin said sternly. “We do not compare women’s looks.”

Mikhail chuckled under his breath. “And if you are going to compare, then you have to be willing to be a part of the conversation. How would you like it if I said Keira was prettier than you?”

“Which, of course, isn’t true,” I cut in. The last thing I wanted was to accidentally wound a child’s self-confidence.

“You wouldn’t like it, would you?” Mikhail continued, ignoring my comment. “Besides, all three of the ladies at this table are spectacularly beautiful. The comparison would be like comparing a crown to a tiara.”

Svetlana huffed and crossed her arms.

“But it isn’t Keira’s looks that define her. She is one of the smartest women on this continent, if not the world. AND she happens to be gorgeous too.” Mikhail emphasized the word “and.”

Warmth climbed up my cheeks. “Thank you.”

And suddenly I was bashful, looking away like a schoolgirl.

What the fuck was happening to me?

I turned back to my plate, and the rest of the table must have done the same, because all I heard was the sound of dinner continuing—forks scraping against porcelain and soft chewing sounds.

The staff brought out the main course, filling the room with the aroma of juicy steak and garlic-cream potatoes.

I was three bites into my steak when the kid launched her next attack.

“I like Neeve better, and I would rather live with her. So, Severin, if this is one of those mafia marriages, I think you should switch out the brides.”

Was this child eight or twenty?

Neeve choked on her meat and turned to me.

“Svetlana,” Severin said coldly. “My marriage is none of your concern.”

“But it is. I have to live with her too. You’re bringing her into my house and my life.”

Severin opened his mouth, then closed it again. The spawn was technically correct, though, because I was being brought into her world and her life.

This was a massive change for her. She didn’t have a mother, and now, all of a sudden, she was getting a stepmother, whether she wanted one or not.

She was stuck with whatever choices the adults made, and that had to suck… especially as an eight-year-old, and especially because her dislike of me was warranted.

I was here to destroy her family.

Severin sucked in a long, slow breath and took a large gulp of whiskey. Oh, he was regretting his choice to invite me to family dinner.

My chest lit up with a sick kind of joy.

“This is a lot of change very quickly, Rory, and I understand that it is hard for you and Keira,” he said.

Svetlana scoffed. “Who cares about her?”

“We all do,” Mikhail said softly.

“Would you rather marry Neeve?” Svetlana asked Severin.

Once again, he was speechless. His mouth opened, but the silence stretched far too long. Which was utterly frustrating because I desperately wanted to hear the answer.

Although maybe I already knew. He’d faced this exact choice a couple of months ago.

“Rory, baby,” Mikhail said gently, “that’s not a fair question to ask because there is no answer Severin can give without hurting someone’s feelings at this table.”

Severin shot his brother a glare, and my eyebrows drew together. Why was he frustrated when Mikhail had just stepped in to save him from an exceedingly awkward situation? Was there more tension between the brothers than I realized?

Svetlana gritted her teeth and gripped her steak knife as if it were a broadsword she was carrying into battle.

After another awkward silence, during which we returned to our meals, Svetlana asked, “So are you two going to have babies then?”

I froze, feeling like a piece of petrified piece of wood.

“Probably,” Severin responded calmly.

Mikhail’s keen gaze settled on the side of my face while I stared at the wall behind Svetlana’s head. He knew something was off, and although his hand moved toward me, he eventually pulled it back into his lap as if he'd thought better of it. But his attention never wavered.

Mikhail had always been the brother who was good at reading people—at knowing when they were unsteady.

When I returned to New York after college, he became a close friend, always knowing when I was on edge. I both loved and hated him for it.

“You know, I, for one, would love to finish eating this delicious meal Cook Witford made for us without further discussion of my baby brother’s reproduction plans.”

Mikhail's tone was bright and light, but we all knew he was trying to defuse a bomb.

Svetlana glowered at me and slammed her silverware down. “Well, if you do have a child, I hope it dies at birth, and I hope you do too, just like my mother.”

All the blood drained from my face, and my vision blurred. It was an absolutely horrible thing to say, and it cut deep into my soul.

Because what if I couldn’t have any children? What if Furies were barren? But worse than that, the girl’s words struck at one of my deepest fears.

My hands shook as I shot to my feet, knocking my chair over in my rush to escape the room and my spiraling emotions.

I was a mosaic of broken glass, every piece of me shattering, and I just needed to get away from it all.

I was breaking, and I didn’t want an audience to see it. But honestly, I'd been breaking piece by piece since Severin came back into my life.
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Chapter Thirteen


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Istormed out of the dining room, the ranch-style doors swinging behind me as their hinges protested, and made my way deeper into the house.

The butler’s kitchen was empty when I stepped inside. Smaller than the main kitchen, it was one of the few places in the house where the staff didn’t constantly come and go.

Severin had a massive staff. Maybe fifteen maids and multiple cooks, though the cooks tended to favor the bigger kitchen. This one was homier, the place where Severin’s mother used to pretend to bake cookies when we were kids.

She could not cook to save her life.

I staggered to the counter and gripped its edge as my breathing grew shallow and frantic, and my vision blurred further.

All I saw was purple—deep, awful, terrible purple and I heard silence. Guttural, horrible silence.

Bile rose in my throat. I was going to be sick. My hands shook, and my knees threatened to buckle.

Behind me, the saloon doors swung open again. Before I could register who'd entered, a hand circled my throat and squeezed lightly.

“Look at me, Keira.” His voice was soft and concerned. “Look at me.”

I blinked a couple of times, trying to focus. A few more blinks brought Severin into focus. “I think I am having a panic attack.”

“Yeah, you’re definitely having a panic attack,” he said gently.

“Well, great,” I managed, breathless, my hand clutching my chest.

Severin tightened his grip slightly. “Look at me, Keira.”

I did as I was asked.

“Take a long breath through your nose.” I did. “Now, hold it.” I did. “Now, let it out through your mouth.” I did. “Good, again.”

Severin walked me through at least thirty breaths like that, my eyes remaining locked on his the entire time. Comforting and far too intimate.

The vein in my neck thrummed wildly. Surely he could feel it beneath his palm.

Being this close to him was too much and not enough all at once. My nostrils flared, and I searched for something to distract me from the heat flooding my body.

“Why are you so good at this?” I asked.

“Svetla had panic attacks starting at age eight years old.”

“Oh.” I swallowed hard, holding his stare. “I hope you don’t choke her like this when she’s having them.”

He chuckled. “Of course not.” But his hand remained around my neck. “I reserve this treatment for my women.”

“Women?” I asked. “Meaning multiple?” I gulped, immediately wishing I could shut my eyes from the embarrassment of caring. Severin had definitely felt that.

“I haven’t fucked multiple women since I was twenty-one.”

My eyebrows pinched together. That didn’t make any sense. Severin was a notorious playboy, and I wasn’t even sure he'd been monogamous when we were together in college.

He'd claimed he hadn’t fucked any other girls back then. But I didn't take his word as gospel. He was such a skilled liar and manipulator.

“But your—” I started.

“A notorious playboy?” He laughed like he could hear my thoughts. “Yes, well, I have a reputation to uphold. But the truth is I haven’t been with anyone since…”

He trailed off, his expression darkening.

I wanted to pry, to pull every last word out of him, but I didn’t. Instead, I remained utterly still and silent, knowing that if I said nothing, he might fill in the blanks.

Did I mention that, besides seven years of acting school, I also had a master’s in psychology? While pretending to be a therapist, I'd learned that silence was often the best weapon for getting someone to talk. I was patient, too. Terrifyingly patient.

But I would never make a great therapist, because unfortunately, I didn’t care enough about others to listen to their problems.

“Since Xeniya.” His Adam’s apple bobbed.

At my name, I held my breath and tried not to show any external reaction. And if it were possible, my eyebrows pinched even closer together.

“Who is Xeniya?” I asked, pretending not to know. Keira probably wouldn’t have. Neeve might have. We’d never talked about their engagement, so I couldn't be sure.

“Keira, we’re going to be married, so I think it’s best if we’re honest with each other.”

“Yes,” I breathed, waiting for him to say more.

“Xeniya was and will always be the love of my life.”

I lurched back as if stabbed in the chest, and Severin probably thought it was because my fiancé had admitted he loved someone else and always would.

But that’s obviously not why I reacted.

The valves of my heart felt clogged, and suddenly I couldn’t breathe again. I pushed past him, turned my back, and clutched the counter for support.

He had not just said what I thought he did, right?

No world existed where what he'd just said was true.

The love of my life.

The love of my life.

The love of my LIFE.

No, it just wasn’t possible. He'd betrayed me in every way imaginable. Every fucking way. He didn’t get to do that and then say I was still the love of his life.

How the fuck was I supposed to reconcile that with what I’d been through?

It just didn’t and couldn’t make sense.

My tongue felt heavy. “What?”

He hovered behind me. “I know this is a surprise and something you didn’t want to hear.” His voice was steady and stripped of all emotion.

It was a surprise, but not in the way he thought. I needed him to keep talking, yet my body and mind were at war, my body falling apart while my mind screamed at it to pull itself together.

Because fuck, I needed to hear what he had to say about Xeniya.

This might be the most important conversation we would ever have, and I was messing it up because trauma had my body in a chokehold.

Because, yes, trauma lived in the body.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Get yourself together, Xeniya. Get yourself together.

I drew in a sharp inhale. You can do this, Xen. You can do this. Then I turned back to him and asked, as steadily as I could, “Xeniya? Who was she?”

“She was Nika and Ilya’s sister. We trained together as kids and grew up together.”

“Then you fell in love?”

“Yes.”

“Why aren’t you married to her?”

He cleared his throat. “The short answer? Because she’s dead. The long answer is that my father didn’t want me to marry a Russian. Especially not one with so much potential power. He always wanted me to marry an Irish girl.”

“Oh…” I drew the word out, coaxing him to say more. “And now you have chosen to marry an Irish girl.”

He nearly growled. “My father would be so happy.”

“Your father doesn’t have a head.”

He snorted. “What a relief.”

My chest tightened. “You didn’t get along with your father?”

“I hated my father, and I’m not the least sad he’s dead.”

Severin pulled out a stool and sat down while I remained standing, angling my body toward him.

“And how do you feel about me?” I tapped my fingernails on the counter and tilted my head toward him. “How do you feel about marrying an Irish woman now?”

He grunted. “I hate it.”

My stomach clenched, and I turned away, pressing my palms flat against the kitchen counter, the cold marble grounding me.

“But I enjoy you quite a bit,” he said. “It’s rather unfortunate that you happen to be Irish.”

No, I happened to be half Russian, half Italian, and fully undead. Who knew if I were even human anymore?

“So what actually happened between you and…” My own name stuck in my throat. This was painful enough without pretending it wasn't.

“I hurt her worse than I could ever imagine,” he said, and I held my breath through the silence that followed. “And then she died, and I was never able to fix it.”

I had so many questions. When had he realized he wanted to fix it? Had it really taken more than three years to feel that way? What was he thinking when the Order raped me over and over again?

But most importantly, how could he ever think he could fix that?

Fury burned through my veins, and my hands started to tingle. The Fury side of me wanted to come out and play, but I had to tamp it down because it wasn’t time for him to know that Keira was the Ghost.

My grip tightened on the counter, but there was no steadying the chaos in my head.

No apology in the world could ever make up for the three years he left me to rot in the Order prison. Three years of rape, torture, abuse, mind control, and so, so much worse.

There was nothing he could say or do to change any of it.

It didn’t matter if Severin regretted selling me to the Order; he still deserved to die.

Get rid of her.

I gulped, then drew a long breath, remembering my purpose and letting it steady me. I forced a soft smile onto my lips and patted his shoulder.

That was comforting, right?

Ah, fuck. I didn’t know. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Better? Right?

“Anyway.” He cleared his throat. “The point is that I haven’t been with anyone since her, and I will probably never be able to love you the way I loved her. And if you can accept that, then I will try to be the best partner to you as I can be.”

“What happens if I don’t accept it?” I laughed, trying to break the tension.

He laughed too. “I’ll still be good to you.”

“Well then.” I turned fully toward him. “I guess I’ll have to learn to accept it.”

He smiled, and I closed the distance between us, placing a soft kiss on his forehead.

Fiancées did that… right?

His hands settled on either side of my waist, and he spread his legs a little farther apart before pulling me between them.

A trickle of lust ran through me, and being this close to him was dangerous. My mind knew I hated him, but my body would always want him.

“Do you want to talk about what caused your panic attack?” he asked tentatively

My muscles went rigid. “Not really.” But I sighed. “I am afraid of kids.” I gulped. “I just don’t know how to act around them.”

There was so much more I could have said, but I kept it to myself. Things like: I spend all my time hunting and killing men, and I have absolutely no idea what to talk about with a kid. We could not discuss the best way to dissect a human eyeball.

As useful as that knowledge was, it probably wasn't appropriate for an eight-year-old.

“I don’t know if I ever really want kids.” I bit my lip, and he laughed. Actually laughed at me.

“You know, sometimes I wonder if you’re the reincarnated version of her.”

“Her?” I lifted a brow.

“Moy Oduvanchik. She was terrified of getting pregnant and having kids, too. But she would have been a great mother, and you would be, too. You just have to give Aurora a chance.”

I flinched.

And blinked twice.

Fuck, I was acting far too much like Xeniya, and if I didn’t get myself together soon, he would realize it.

And I wasn’t ready for that.
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Chapter Fourteen


Xeniya Morozova

Age 20

Fifteen Years Ago

Iwas going to kill him. No, her? I was going to kill him and her.

Severin Volkov was paddling a kayak on Vale Hollow Lake when that bitch, Polina Belova, deliberately rammed her kayak into his and openly flirted with him.

And I was having none of it.

Severin Volkov would not touch another woman while he was dating me.

Dating?

I didn’t fucking know. He took every chance he got to pull me into secret corners to kiss me, and every week, he snuck into my sorority house to go down on me and cuddle me to sleep.

He was my… something.

But he still hadn’t fucked me, even after four months.

He’d fuck my face, and I struggled to hide how much I enjoyed that, but he never fucked me. I was patient, but not this fucking patient, and I was starting to think there was something wrong with me.

Why would he fuck all those other girls so easily, but not me?

My eyes flashed up as Polina rammed her kayak into Severin’s again, giggling like a schoolgirl as she shamelessly flirted.

The urge to hit her over the head with my paddle was getting harder to resist.

Severin scowled, looking ready to tip her boat over.

But I didn’t care if she was a Chicago mafia princess. If she touched him again, I was going to kill her.

Was that too much?

Probably, but it didn’t keep me from ramming my kayak into hers. Hard.

“Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry. These things are so hard to navigate,” I said in the fakest nice-girl voice I could conjure.

But I wasn’t a witch, and therefore I was terrible at conjuring anything.

So, yeah, no one believed me.

But I didn’t care.

By the time we got out of the lake, I was still fuming, but I let the day play out. We hung out on the beach, played volleyball, swam, paddleboarded, and grilled burgers before ending the night around the campfire.

Then, because I still hadn’t gotten over it, I excused myself early and slipped into a room at the lodge that was definitely not mine.

Beneath the black poplin dress I’d worn all day at the beach, I now had a red lace bra and matching underwear. Not the most appropriate outfit for an ambush, but I hadn’t really thought this through.

Armed with rope, my gun, and my taser, I waited until Polina entered her room for the night, then tased her in the neck and caught her before her limp body hit the floor.

Once she came to, I tied her up and marched her out to a hut in the middle of the woods.

Beyond that, I didn’t really have a plan.

I probably shouldn’t kill her.

That was probably a line too far.

But I forced her to her knees and pressed my gun against her head anyway.

“Touch Severin again, flirt with him again, even look in his direction, and I will kill you.”

Unfortunately, Polina couldn’t really respond because I’d gagged her pretty tightly.

Oops.

Tears streaked down her face, and I was fairly certain she'd peed her pants, which made me feel a tiny bit guilty.

“Oh my God, get yourself together, girl. You’re a mafia princess. Surely you’ve been kidnapped or threatened with a gun at least once in your life.”

That only made her cry harder. She was pathetic, and a tiny bit of guilt began creeping in.

Well, what was I supposed to do now?

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

This was stupid.

Then it got substantially worse when a branch cracked somewhere outside.

Someone was walking through the woods at midnight.

Another branch snapped, and Polina whined loudly through her gag, trying to attract the attention of whoever was out there.

Leaves crunched beneath the approaching footsteps, and Polina’s muffled cries grew louder.

I slapped her across the face, hard, and pointed my gun at the door.

The door swung open slowly, almost tauntingly, and Severin appeared, backlit by moonlight, his features still visible. He crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe with lazy confidence.

One eyebrow rose as he took in the scene.

Polina knelt at my feet, her head bowed.

“Are you jealous?” His voice was velvet-soft, threaded with dark amusement.

“Of course I am fucking jealous. I only want you, and I’ll only ever want you,” I snarled, my gun still pointed at him. “And no one else will ever touch you.”

His gaze sharpened on me, half dangerous, half amused. “You’re a little bit crazy.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Severin’s mouth curled with far too much delight.

“What happened to never touching another girl again?”

“I haven’t touched anyone else, and I don’t want to touch her.”

“Touch her or any other girl, and I will cut off her fingers one by one and send them to you in gift-wrapped boxes,” I growled. “And maybe I’ll make you fucking eat them.”

That may have gone too far. Well, all of this may have gone a bit too far.

But Severin Volkov made me fucking crazy.

His smile widened, and the urge to punch him in the face became almost unbearable.

“I’m serious.”

Wicked amusement danced across his beautiful yet frustrating face. “Oh, I know.”

“I mean it.”

“I know.” His attention shifted back to Polina. “Let her go, Moy Oduvanchik.”

“No.” I crossed my arms and glared at him.

“I think she got your point. She’s not going to come within ten feet of me ever again.”

“And you won’t get near her either.”

“I wouldn’t want to, Moy Oduvanchik.” He took a hesitant step toward me. “Let her go. She won’t tell anyone what happened tonight, and we can leave it behind. Because if she tells anyone, not only will I kill her, but I will hunt her entire family and slaughter them, and no one will ever figure out who is responsible.”

He held Polina’s gaze, his muscles bunching beneath his tight shirt, and I knew she understood just how lethal he was.

“Nod once if you understand.”

Polina nodded, a tear tracing a path down her face.

“Let her go, Xeniya, and then we can have a chat about this.”

I huffed, reluctant to let her go.

“Untie her,” he said softly.

My weapon remained raised.

“Xeniya Morozova, you do not want me to touch this girl, and someone has to untie her so we can talk about why you did this.”

“I think why I did this is pretty obvious.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

“Then why have you kidnapped a mafia princess and tied her up in a hut in the woods?”

My nostrils flared, and I glowered. “You know why.”

“I don’t. Not really.” His voice was calm, like he was trying to tame a lion.

I shook my head. “Fine, do you want me to say that I’m insecure because you’ve fucked the entire cheerleading team but won’t fuck me?” My voice broke.

He sighed softly and nodded. “Let her go. She does not need to be here for this.”

I balled my free fist, gritting my teeth.

“Please, Xeniya.”

I swallowed hard. “Fine.”

I clicked my gun’s safety on and set it on a built-in shelf in the hut, which had clearly been used to gut fish and other animals.

Then I knelt, untied Polina and let her go.

“Reach for that gun, and I will stop you by breaking your neck,” Severin warned, noticing where Polina's eyes had settled.

Polina whimpered and scrambled to her feet, stumbling past Severin and out the doorway into the forest.

She’d probably make it back to the lodge.

Probably.

Eh, if she didn’t, that wasn’t really my problem.

She’d tried to seduce my man.

I crossed my arms and glared at Severin, still leaning against the doorway like a Greek-god statue.

“Xeniya, I didn’t touch her.”

“I don’t care. She looked at you.”

He smiled, his eyes darkening. “My ice queen is melting.”

“I am not made of ice, and I have never been made of ice.” I am made of poorly patched-together papier-mâché masquerading as a stone fortress, and you want to chisel every piece away.

I didn’t say any of the last bit because he couldn’t know how weak my defenses actually were, how weak they had always been. If he knew, I would crumble.

“No,” he said. “You’re not.” He paused and studied me for a long beat, as if measuring something. “Xeniya, I fucked all of those girls to get your attention. All of them. You never looked at me before I became a playboy, and all I have ever wanted was your attention. Now that I have it, I don’t need to touch anyone else.”

“I… what?” I whispered. What? That couldn’t be true. “That was a stupid way to get my attention.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But it worked.”

“I—” My brows drew together. “You⁠—”

Well, I was fucking speechless, and I had no idea what to say.

Severin prowled toward me like a predator closing in on its prey. When he reached me, he clutched my throat, pushed me against the wall, and devoured my lips, kissing me more fiercely than ever before.

My legs wrapped around his hips as his fingers slid up my thighs and beneath my skirt, digging into my flesh to hold me up.

I moaned into his mouth as the kiss deepened, then bit him. Two tigers battling for dominance and surrender.

I would lose, but I could still enjoy the battle while it lasted.

The metallic taste of his blood hit my tongue as I ground into him, my hands curling beneath his shirt.

My nails clawed at his back as a whimper escaped me.

I needed more. I always needed more, and he never gave it to me.

This fucking man.

I pulled away and pushed at his chest, though my legs were still wrapped around him and he was still holding me up. “Why haven’t you fucked me?”

“Because I am trying to be respectful. You were nearly rap⁠—”

“Well, stop,” I interrupted. The rest was the last thing I wanted to hear. “Don’t fucking respect me. In fact, please do the opposite. I’m insecure and going crazy because you won’t have sex with me.”

“I don’t fuck you because you matter so much more than them.” He nipped at my jaw, kissing along it. “You have and will always mean so much more than them.”

“Then fuck me like you mean that.”

“Do you know what you are asking of me?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Fine.” He set me on my feet. “Then run, little dandelion, and when I catch you, you will have a hard time walking the next day.”

Warmth spread through me. Did he mean it?

“Run.”

I ducked under his arm and bolted into the forest toward the lake.

The wind kissed my cheeks as I dodged through the trees, remembering the same tactic I'd used to escape the assassin during the Gauntlet. It might work here, too. In a straight fight, Severin and most men would always be faster and stronger.

But I could be more cunning and agile.

Unfortunately, Severin was both too fast and too smart for his own good.

And he had nearly caught me.

His fingertips grazed my hair, but I ducked beneath a low branch and slipped between the bushes, knowing I would always be more agile than him.

Branches scraped my arms, and leaves and twigs snapped beneath my shoes. Somehow, I always wore the worst shoes for this activity, but at least this time they were sandals, not heels.

Sandals I could work with.

Excitement pulsed in my chest, anticipation burning through my blood. I never imagined I’d like being chased, but I loved it.

I loved not knowing when he would catch me—or what he would do when he did.

Would he rip off my underwear and plunge inside me in one thrust? Would he pin me down and force my legs open? Would he taunt me and circle me like a tiger?

The uncertainty exhilarated me.

He exhilarated me.

Beyond the woods stood a weathered boathouse, half-hidden among the trees at the lake's edge, where moonlight spilled across the black water, glittering like onyx.

I sprinted toward it, knowing Severin would catch me there.

But it felt like the perfect place to lose one’s virginity.

My feet pounded along the dock, the wood creaking beneath me, and seconds later, his footfalls joined mine.

At the boathouse entrance, Severin caught me, his arms snaking around my waist, and I jolted to a stop in his embrace.

Goosebumps rose on my arms, and my pulse jumped into my throat.

My knees weakened as he pulled me against his chest, swept my hair to one side, and let his warm breath brush my neck.

I shivered.

He moved slowly. Oh, so horribly slowly.

I expected him to attack me—to take me and devour me.

But this… this was a seduction.

Every part of my body seemed acutely aware of his.

He bit my earlobe, and I quivered all over. “Caught you.”

“Yeah…” I said breathlessly. “So terrible.”

His chuckle vibrated against my ear.

“Now, devour me, my monster.” My chest rose with my excited breath.

He chuckled again. “Patience, my little prey.”

I whirled around to face him. “I think I’ve lost all of that.”

“Have you?” He raised a well-manicured eyebrow and guided me farther into the boathouse.

Inside, it resembled a wooden barn converted into a lakeside oasis, with a built-in bed standing against one wall, surrounded by a rug, blankets, and pillows. The wood was chipped and weathered by water, giving the place an old, rustic coziness, and clearly, it had been designed for a certain type of rendezvous.

A little sex oasis.

I shivered again.

Severin drew me farther into the room, and my heart beat harder with every step as anticipation licked at my spine.

Anticipation licked at my spine. This was finally, finally happening.

Without warning, he picked me up and tossed me onto the bed, where I bounced, unharmed, my skirt flying up to reveal my red lace underwear.

He hummed his approval.

Then he was on me again, pinning me to the bed with my hands above my head.

Butterflies battered my stomach, their wings brushing against its lining and sending tingles through me.

Not knowing what he would do next was half the pleasure.

He released my hands and moved down to my underwear, slowly pulling it off with his teeth.

He blew on my sex, and I shuddered.

One finger traced my folds. “Oh, you’re so wet for me already.”

“I’ve been waiting a fucking lifetime,” I breathed, my eyes rolling toward the ceiling as he circled his thumb over my clitoris.

I was wet before we reached the boathouse.

Severin moved to my inner thigh, biting down hard and sucking. When his mouth lifted, he licked the spot he’d bitten. He repeated this seven times across both legs.

He was leaving bruises on me—leaving a signature. As if to say: you’re mine.

And I was his forever, and I always would be.

Slowly, oh so fucking slowly, he made his way back to my pussy, running his tongue from my entrance to my clitoris.

“Oh fuck.” My fingers dug into the blankets for support.

He licked me until my back arched, and I came undone, my body spasming with involuntary shivers.

Once I recovered, he drew me up, unzipped my black dress, and pulled it off over my head. Then he unclipped my bra and tossed it onto the floor.

Severin examined my body, moonlight illuminating every curve, my flesh glistening as if inviting him to taste me—inviting him to sink deep inside of me.

He stood over me fully clothed.

I didn’t move a muscle, though every part of me wanted to reach for him and pull him down on top of me. I resisted, letting him lead.

Let him do whatever he pleased. I trusted him completely.

After a long perusal of my body, he slowly unbuckled his pants, making a show of it.

He dropped them like a striptease. His boxers came next, allowing his fully erect and far, far too big cock to spring out.

Without thinking, I inched backward on the bed because it was too big, and it surely wouldn’t fit.

He chuckled. “The time for running is over, Moy Oduvanchik.”

A needy—and, honestly, a bit terrified—sound escaped my throat.

He lowered himself to me and spread my legs farther apart, lining his cock up with my entrance.

His eyes latched onto mine, and I nodded.

Yes, please, Severin.

Slowly, he fed his cock inside me, meeting resistance, his gaze never leaving mine as he thrust deeper.

I held my breath, my channel feeling both impossibly tight and impossibly full. It hurt, but not nearly as much as I expected.

I gulped. The sensations were unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

Once he was fully inside, he paused to let me adjust to his size.

But he paused far, far too long, and I was incredibly impatient.

It was way, way too long.

A whimper escaped me. “More, please, more.” My nails dug into his back, urging him to move. “Fucking, move, Severin.”

He chuckled. “As you wish.” He pulled back before thrusting violently inside me again, the bed rocking with the movement.

He knew I wanted both the pleasure and the pain of his violence.

Oh, yes, yes, yes. He was so, so talented with his dick, and he established a steady rhythm, and I matched it.

A moan escaped me as my hands tangled in his hair.

The intensity was almost too much to handle, and when his thumb barely brushed my clit, I fell apart completely, trembling as his cock continued to move inside me.

And then he came inside me, his hot cum filling me up, and I freaked the fuck out.

Because we hadn’t used a condom.
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Chapter Fifteen


Xeniya Morozova

Age 20

Fifteen Years Ago

His hot cum dripped down my leg as I paced the boathouse.

“Oh God, oh God.” The words spilled out over and over again. “You didn’t wear a condom. You didn’t wear one.”

“No,” he whispered.

“I could have an STD…” The blood drained from my face as my airway began to constrict. “Or be pregnant, Severin. I could be pregnant.”

Oh God, my breaths came sharp and shallow, every inhale like nails scraping against my esophagus. I couldn’t pull in air, couldn’t breathe, and my fingers clawed at my throat, desperate to scream. It was all too much.

I couldn’t be pregnant. It just couldn’t happen. It would ruin everything.

I was twenty years old, and I’d be a terrible mom. Selfish and focused more on my career than my child. “I could be pregnant.” It came out in a sob.

“You’re on birth control.”

“Yes, but it’s not 100% effective, and I’m terrible at remembering to take the pill at the same time every day,” I snapped.

“It’s going to be okay.”

My face scrunched up, and I buried it in my hands. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

This couldn’t be happening.

But it was.

The chances were small, but I’d missed three pills this month, and oh gods, I was so stupid and so horny. Fuck.

Severin was on his feet in a flash.

The air whooshed from my lungs as he tossed me onto the bed and straddled me, his hand wrapping around my throat, the pressure grounding me.

“You are going to be fine. We are going to be fine. We’ll handle it.” His grip tightened once more, anchoring me to the sensation.

“I don’t want⁠—”

“If, on the small chance you are pregnant, we’ll handle it however you want. If it’s an abortion, fine. If it’s marriage, fine. Whatever you fucking want.” He licked my cheek. “Now, shut up,” he added gently. “And stop ruminating on things that haven’t happened yet because I am going to fuck you until you forget your name.”

Without warning, he slammed into me, hard this time. But instead of establishing a rhythm, he paused and captured my gaze. “Now, let’s try to make a baby.”

“That’s not funny.”

“Yes, it is. More of my sperm is not going to make the problem worse. You’re already coated, filled to the brim. We can’t take that back. More sperm will just make the problem more fun. Besides, you’re about three days away from getting your period, which makes pregnancy highly improbable. You can only get pregnant about six days of the month, my dandelion: the day your egg drops and the five days my sperm will live inside of you. And if your egg drops within the next five days, fine, we’re pregnant. If not, then you get on a fucking birth control method that doesn’t require you to remember something every day. Because now that I have tasted you, I will not be satiated. I am going to fuck you more times than the earth can orbit the sun. And I’m starting now.”

Somehow his long speech, filled with far more information than he should have known, calmed me. But then, Severin always knew what to say or do to calm me down.

His lips slammed into mine, cutting off any further protest as he began to move inside me, slowly at first, then building a rhythm.

We fucked until we both came again, and when we were done—for now—I rested my head on his chest and tilted my chin up to meet his gaze.

“How do you know all of that?”

“All of what?”

“Umm, all the stuff about eggs and sperm.”

“Because even though I was a whore, I am a responsible one and I know how to search the internet.” He flicked my nose. “And I happen to know you have a tendency to freak out about these things, even though most of the time you won’t let anyone see it.”

“You know that?”

My fingers traced his Adonis belt and his cock hardened again. Was inhuman?

“I know everything about you.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re mine.”

It was safe to say that after that, we had sex again, and over the next five days of spring break, I lost track of how many times we fucked.

In the middle of one intense session, he tightened his grip around my throat and growled, “You will never leave me, okay?”

He thrust into me harder, and I whimpered. “As long as I’m alive, I won’t.”

“Even if you die,” he said before running his tongue over my nipple. “You will claw your way back from the grave for me.”

“That’s not possible.” I moaned as he hit my G-spot and sucked my nipple in tandem. “Oh, God.”

My fingers dug into his back.

“You will make it happen.” His mouth left my nipple, and his hand returned to my throat, squeezing so hard he stole my breath. “Do you understand me?”

A stray tear escaped the corner of my eye, and I nodded.

His grip loosened as his lips crashed against mine, devouring me. “You are mine forever, and only mine,” he said, pulling away to glare into my eyes. “Say it.”

“Forever,” I panted. “I’m yours forever, and even death cannot destroy that.”

Then his lips were on me again, and his fingers curled around my clit.

I gasped.

His rhythm was vicious and all-consuming, and I couldn’t speak, breathe, or think. I was a doll filled with emotion, sensation, and pleasure—that was all I had become.

It was harsh and, oh, so good. I screamed his name, and he picked up the pace even more, as if he could pound my words into reality, as if the harder he fucked me, the more unbendable and unbreakable they would become.

“Oh God,” I moaned, my head falling back against the wooden wall. His lips found my neck. At first, he kissed my sensitive skin, but then his teeth grazed me before biting down like a vampire. “Oh God, Moya Iva.”

My willow, forever rooted deep in my heart.

All the while, his frantic rhythm never let up.

It was too good and too forbidden. I was ripped apart, body and soul, and the orgasm hit me harder than anything I’d experienced before. All I could do was yell, scream my unmatched pleasure into the night.

It was heaven. He was my heaven. And if this was what death felt like, then I wanted to die over and over and over again.

Warmth filled my insides, and Severin roared, his orgasm dancing with mine. It was everything. He was everything.

He slowed, breathing hard, and rested his head in the crook of my neck.

And it turned out, even after all that sex, I was, in fact, not pregnant. I started the shot with my very next cycle.
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Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Present

One week left to find the girl.

Itook a large sip of wine.

Was I becoming a little bit of an alcoholic?

Maybe.

But I was coming apart at the seams.

I’d thought I was so fucking strong, a delusion I’d built over time. Ten years of therapy, acting lessons, and two master’s degrees had all helped me believe it.

And I’d hunted down over a hundred men.

Revenge was nothing new to me.

So why was I breaking?

Hadn’t I processed all the trauma? Wasn’t I fine?

But perhaps fine would never be achievable.

One of my graduate psychology professors once told our class, “The goal in life is to make the best moments leave-able and the worst moments livable.”

The quote stuck with me.

I’d asked him, “Why leave-able?”

And he’d replied, “Because time moves on and you can’t freeze it. Trying to hold on to those moments will only hurt you. Remember the past, cherish the past, but you must look forward and live in the present.”

But my worst moments hadn’t been livable.

I’d died.

Yet I’d been given life again… or whatever this was.

Whether that meant becoming a vengeful spirit tearing down men’s castles or finding true joy again.

I didn’t know.

But I would live my best life, and for me, that meant rescuing the Forgotten—the lost girls who were just like me.

And perhaps I’d gotten a little sidetracked from that goal.

The new victim, the girl on the livestream, was out there, and we needed to find her.

So from morning to night, I wrote code and scoured every lead we had, determined to find her. My system tracked clock delays and sound waves, searching for clues to her prison cell’s location.

We would find it. We were only days away from an answer.

In the meantime, my attention needed to return to my family. Either I would clear them or unmask one of them as the mole, Damon.

I’d spent two years investigating my family's digital involvement with the Order, hacking into their systems for hundreds of hours with every resource I had, only to find nothing.

But that didn’t mean they weren’t members.

It only meant their personal servers and computers held no evidence connecting them to the Leathean Order, which was precisely why I’d needed to hack into Severin’s systems in the first place.

Because my father’s systems were squeaky clean.

No missing money. No mentions of the Order. No suspicious trips. No hidden girls. No business outside their purview.

Nika and Ilya were just as clean. Suspiciously clean.

I wanted to believe it and truly weren’t members of the Order. But the question always lingered in the back of my mind.

Because how could Aleksandr run or aid a trafficking cult without his top intelligence man knowing about it?

Unless…

I pulled up my last message from Damon Bayswim Locke.

The mole.

The assassin.

The assassin who was taunting me and coming for me.

Damon Bayswim Locke.

What a strange name.

I stared at it.

The way to hide from someone as talented as my father was to hire someone even better.

Or at least, talented in a different way.

And Damon was talented, obstructing my investigation and aiding it at the same time.

For two weeks, I’d watched him do both while trying to hack him back, the two of us playing cat and mouse. He’d offer me information, then scurry away like the rat he was.

He showed me the girl and then ran away.

He offered me Order files, then burned them.

Cat and mouse.

Helping me and taunting me.

He thought he was winning, but he wasn’t. My game wasn’t to win. It was to watch.

But I had to give it to him. He was very talented. So talented, in fact, that he might have been a Morozov.

Possibly my father. But he could just as easily have been my father’s adversary.

Time to find out—time to lay a trap or two.

After dinner at the Volkov manor—and having a panic attack in Severin’s arms—I planted more surveillance equipment. Because when I got so graciously invited into Severin’s home, I made the most of it.

The Morozovs had moved onto the estate for the time being, and I’d hidden cameras and microphones throughout their rooms so I could watch them.

In my office, I sat before a wall of monitors and switched on four feeds.

One camera showed Severin helping Svetlana with her homework.

Another showed Ilya in the kitchen, baking. He had a newfound obsession with bread.

A third camera showed Nika having a full-blown argument with Kaz… nothing ever changed.

The final feed showed my father sitting alone at the foot of his bed, apparently waiting for something. Moments later, my hand flew over my eyes as my mother—whom I hadn’t seen in seven years—appeared in lingerie and gave him a lap dance, and I now wanted to throw myself off a cliff.

Bile clawed up my throat.

No child was supposed to see something like that.

The urge to turn off the monitor and burn my eyes out was overwhelming.

But I didn’t.

I bit my lip. That wasn’t a funny joke considering my history. But sometimes, I missed those scars. Sometimes, I missed the blur of it all.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t turn my parents’ foreplay off, because if I was going to smoke out Damon and make sure he wasn’t one of my family members, I needed it on.

Hackers left digital fingerprints, like mice scurrying through a system. Tiny footprints, and I’d found plenty of Damon’s.

He might have been hiding from me, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t attack him. Just like a rodent, I could be a little nuisance too and plant my own little bugs.

A little malware to haunt him.

But before launching my attack, there was something I needed to do.

I walked to the office kitchen, grabbed a bag of popcorn, and microwaved it for two minutes before returning to my computer and pressing Enter.

My program had one purpose: to find all of Damon’s entry points into Bratva’s system and destroy them one by one.

If the system were a house, a hacker would leave windows or doors propped open to get back in. My software closed those entrances and locked Damon out.

It found compromised user credentials and revoked them, detected and destroyed malicious software, and uncovered hidden accounts and shut them down.

It wasn’t a particularly fast or sophisticated program, but it worked.

More importantly, hackers monitored their own work, and as soon as my program started booting Damon out, he would know and come running.

He wouldn’t want to lose years of hard work. So he would have to find my malware and destroy it.

That wouldn't be too difficult. I’d made it easy to break because breaking wasn’t the point.

The hunt was.

I grabbed a handful of popcorn and shoved it into my mouth as I watched, and within five minutes, Damon had discovered my program and started fighting back.

Good.

I popped another piece of popcorn into my mouth as I glanced up at the screens.

Ilya was kneading dough in the kitchen.

Nika was throwing a lamp at Kaz. Was that their foreplay? If so, how expensive was that?

I propped my feet on the desk and watched.

Severin was checking Svetlana’s math problem.

And my parents were making me want to pluck my eyes out or kill myself, whichever could come quicker.

For fuck’s sake. Why?

“What the fuck are you watching?” Neeve asked, disgust lacing her voice.

“Oh, I’m not really watching that.” I switched off that feed but left the others on.

I’d seen more than enough there.

“Xeniya, that was your parents fucking.”

“Yeah, I know,” I groaned.

“Full-blown penetrative fucking.”

“Oh, I know.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I’m going to have to poke my eyes out… or I could pour cleaning solution in them again.”

“That’s not funny.” Neeve crossed her arms and leaned on my desk, giving me a disapproving look.

“I know,” I sighed. “I have terrible, dark humor. Want some popcorn?”

I held up the bag.

“Why are you eating popcorn and watching your parents fuck?”

I shook my head. “That’s not what I’m doing.” I gestured toward my computer. “I’m forcing Damon to show himself and, in doing so, crossing my family members off the list of suspects.”

On the screens, everyone was far too occupied to be fighting my malware.

“None of them are Damon.”

Neeve’s gaze landed on Ilya, his arm muscles bulging as he kneaded dough, shirtless. Apparently, he'd taken off his shirt sometime in the last five minutes.

I rolled my eyes.

But Neeve kept watching him. “I wonder how skilled he’d be with his hands on other… things. Is he single?”

“Oh my God, no, no, no.” I shot to my feet and started pacing. “You are not going to fuck my twin brother. It’s enough that Kaz and Nika are already fucking… most likely.”

“Maybe your best friends just have a thing for your siblings.” She wiggled her nose.

“Neeve, you’re like my sister. That’s incest.”

Neeve held up her hands in surrender. “I’m just kidding.” But she bit her lip and kept ogling my brother.

Well, fuck.

I would need to keep an eye on that.

Eventually, her attention returned to my computer, where Damon was busy stamping out my malware. He'd nearly destroyed it, and the best part was that he thought he'd won.

But he didn’t know the rules of the game.

He’d just lost.

“Funny,” Neeve said, her voice growing dark.

“What?”

“You’ll tear the world apart to find one girl, but you won’t help me find the Embroiderer.”

Dread sank into my stomach, and I closed my eyes for a moment. Not this argument again.

“I know how to find this girl, and if I can find her soon, I will save her life.” I shook my head. “I have no idea how to hunt the Embroiderer. I’m not the FBI, and I don’t have their resources or knowledge.”

“Women will die because you’re doing nothing.”

I brought up the girl's livestream on another monitor. “She will die if I do nothing.” I swallowed hard. “She matters too, Neeve.”

Neeve rubbed her temples and turned away from me. “I don’t understand why you do nothing. I get that the Order matters and killing them matters, but this serial killer strikes almost every month. That’s so many more girls than the Order. At least the Order keeps them alive for a long time.”

“Do you hear yourself?” I asked, my temper rising. “The Order keeps them alive as sex dolls with human flesh. That’s what we were to them. Sex dolls. If you care so much, then find the Embroiderer yourself. You have all my tools and all my men at your disposal. ”

I was so over this argument.
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Chapter Seventeen


Severin Volkov

Age 36

Present

On the second Sunday of every month, the Bratva hosted a garden party after church.

It was a good day for it, too—a beautiful, sunny Sunday in September, with hardly a cloud marring the sky and sunlight glittering across the estate’s majestic gardens.

My great-grandmother had wanted a garden to rival all others, so she’d built an oasis of flowers on the west side of the estate.

On the south side lay the lake and my garden full of heads—which I greatly preferred, but who was asking?

A banquet had been set up on the grounds, with four times the usual serving staff. It was an event.

But the beauty of the day stood in stark contrast to the guests.

A den of vipers, and not a single person here could be trusted.

My power in the Bratva still hung in the balance, and all around me stood men and their gossip-cloaked wives, each wanting my crown.

For the wives of the Bratva, this was their moment to shine. Their party, their rules, their fucked-up puppet show.

Thankfully, I wasn’t alone for the charade. Keira Callahan was on my arm, proving to be a surprisingly capable partner in crime.

Keira glinted like the edge of a silver knife catching the light. Stunning, poised, and perfectly put together—too perfectly, if you asked me. Because damn if I could focus on anything but the way that green sundress clung to her curves. Her scarlet waves fell softly around her shoulders, a striking contrast against the fabric.

She was the ideal companion for a mafia boss, playing her part almost too well. Conversation came easily to her, every smile and charming remark delivered with practiced ease.

Maybe too practiced.

Almost like she had spent years training for this moment.

Keira was a brilliant hacker, but she didn’t act like a computer nerd at all. Gregarious. Charming. Computer science majors were supposed to be reserved and awkward, and even Xeniya had struggled in crowds, avoiding this particular garden party like the plague.

After graduating college, she’d attended this mandatory gathering only once. Xeniya had always pushed my father’s buttons. She was brave like that. He wanted her here, but she refused because the event made her so uncomfortable.

Keira, on the other hand, had no trouble with any of it. Which was wonderful because I could use the support.

Especially after the news of my father’s impaled head spread.

The vultures had their claws out, watching my every move and weighing whether this was the best moment to stage a coup.

When one of my underbosses stepped away, leaving Keira and me alone, she turned toward me and pretended to straighten my collar.

A ripple of tension ran through me at her touch, and I swallowed hard, sliding my hands into my pockets.

She clearly wasn’t my Xeniya. They acted nothing alike, but my heart still fluttered at her nearness, and my cock still appreciated her goddess-like looks. Aurora was delusional if she thought Neeve could be prettier than her cousin.

This woman was a problem, with fire-red hair and curves a man wanted to hold on to.

Yet even thinking it felt like a betrayal.

Keira leaned in, her breath hot against my neck as she whispered, “I’ve cleared the Morozovs as your mole.”

Relief washed through me.

“Good.”

Nothing more needed saying. If Keira confirmed it, then it was true.

She was one of the best.

Between the fire and the hunt for the ghost, I’d nearly forgotten that I’d hired Keira to investigate my men.

“How is that search going?” I asked.

“Frustrating.” She ground her teeth and ran her palm along my lapels. A shiver passed through her, and I wondered if she felt the same electricity between us.

“The mole is taunting me,” she continued through her gritted teeth. “He’s a very good hacker, and he likes to show off.”

“He?”

She nodded. “He calls himself Damon Bayswim Locke, and he wants me to know he’s messing around in your systems.”

“Brazen?”

“Yes, so we’re looking for one of your men, or even an outsider with that much nerve.” She tipped her chin up to meet my eyes. “And the skill set to rival mine.”

“But the only people we know in the Bratva with that level of skill are the Morozovs.”

“And therein lies the problem.” She swallowed and stepped back, flashing me a beautiful smile for the benefit of the crowd.

“I see.”

“But I’ll keep hunting,” she said with lazy confidence.

“Good.”

The mole was another problem in a growing sea of them, and after the fire, the divide among my brigadiers had widened, with Leon and Kaz openly resisting my leadership.

Kaz hated me. Leon wanted power.

Finding the mole and the Ghost—and neutralizing both—had become crucial.

But perhaps in different ways. I wasn’t sure how to deal with the Ghost yet, since she was clearly a victim with a vendetta.

And I wasn’t even sure you could kill a ghost.

In the distance, I spotted Maks, my head of security, marching toward me. Keira noticed him too, stepping back when he reached us to give him room to brief me.

In a low voice, he said, “Sir, we’ve received a gift meant for your eyes only.”

I groaned. “It’s not another head, is it?”

“Do you have a problem with heads showing up at your doorstep?” Keira joked.

Unfortunately… these days?

Yes.

Body parts more than heads.

“No, it’s not a head…” Maks glanced at Keira. “Perhaps we should take this somewhere more private.”

I gave Keira an apologetic look.

“By all means.” She waved us off.

Maks and I walked deeper into the gardens, away from the guests.

“It’s a DVD,” he said.

“A DVD?” My eyebrows drew together. “Do we even have a player for that?”

“Nika is hunting one down now, sir.” Maks rolled his shoulders back. “She seems to think she can find one.”

“Are we worried it’s a bomb or some other kind of device?”

“Dimitri is looking into that now.”

I nodded. “All right, take me to them. If it was delivered during this awful party, it’s either important or an excuse to get away from everyone.”

Maks and I headed back through the flower maze when a high-pitched squeal reached us, followed by a woman’s voice. “Oh, there you are. I have been looking all over for you.”

“What an honor.” Keira’s low voice drifted toward us, utterly unamused.

As we cleared the hedge, we found Keira surrounded by a flock of women, two of them immediately recognizable: Polina Belova and Alina Orlova.

Why Polina was with Alina was anyone’s guess. She didn’t usually associate with that type of woman.

Polina was married to Nikolai Volkov of the Chicago branch of the Russian mafia, and theirs had been a beautiful, dramatic love story.

And overall, I liked both Niko and Polina.

After Xeniya threatened to cut off Polina’s hands and feed me her fingers, the two women had actually become friends. Apparently, Polina had only flirted with me to make Niko jealous.

Something I deeply understood.

And Xeniya, reasonable at her core—except when it came to me—had easily forgiven Polina.

Alina, on the other hand, was rotten, so seeing the two women together was a surprise.

“Hello, my name is Polina.” She held out her hand for Keira to shake.

“Nice to meet you.” Unlike her earlier response to Alina, Keira’s voice sounded genuine.

“Isn’t it lovely to see Keira today?” Alina asked in a sugar-laced voice. Too sweet. “I have been dying to get a chance to talk with Severin today. I just love spending time with him.”

She said it so suggestively that even I might have believed we were fucking. A lot.

My hands tensed.

I hadn’t touched another woman since Xeniya… except Keira, and I didn’t appreciate the implication that I was cheating on my fiancée with this airhead.

Polina glared at Alina, then gave Keira a sympathetic look.

Keira, for her part, shrugged and plucked a handful of olives from a passing server’s tray, then took a mimosa from another, seeming to use them as armor against one of the Bratva’s most notorious gossips.

Keira opened her mouth to respond, but Neeve bounced over before she could, her red hair streaming behind her.

“Oh wow, you’ve made so many new friends.” Neeve scrunched her nose playfully.

“Yes, friends,” Keira muttered.

“You know,” Alina began, completely ignoring the Irish mafia princess’s arrival, “you’re nothing like his first love. Do you know about her?”

“Not really.” Keira popped an olive into her mouth.

“Oh, it’s such a tragic story.”

“This is not appropriate,” Polina said under her breath.

“Oh, do tell.” Keira waved off Polina’s concern.

“Well, she died tragically, like, twelve years ago or something, and Severin has never gotten over it.”

Keira stiffened, but her fake smile never faltered.

“I heard he likes to fuck her lookalikes.”

If possible, Keira grew even more rigid.

“Alina.” Polina scolded her and smacked her arm.

“Ouch.” Alina stepped closer to Keira and lowered her voice. “Maybe that’s why he wants to fuck you. You’re just as curvy, just as unremarkable.”

“You are very bold.” Keira cleared her throat, her mouth settling into a flat line as she turned to her cousin. “Neeve, I’m curious. Could you pull someone’s eyeball out without damaging their eyesight?”

“Yes, technically,” Neeve said slowly, her eyebrows rising almost to her hairline.

“But if I wanted to damage their eyesight, would that be easier?”

“Well, of course it would,” Neeve said with the clinical detachment of a doctor.

“Hmm. Interesting.” Keira tilted her head. “Would you be able to walk me through either option?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Great.” Keira fixed Alina with a hard glare. “Flirt with my man again, even look too long in his direction, and I will have Neeve help me pluck out your eyeballs. Okay?”

Keira dropped one of her olives into Alina’s drink, leaving the wretched woman in stunned silence.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Keira said coldly. “Did you think I was meek? Someone you could push around and threaten passive-aggressively?”

Polina snorted. “You know, I like you.” She smiled. “I think you’re more like Xeniya than we imagined.”

“Oh, how so?”

“She would’ve threatened Alina too. Although she’d definitely have threatened to kill her.”

Keira laughed. “I am known for my restraint.”

“Yes, eyeball plucking is famously restrained,” Neeve joked.

Maks cleared his throat beside me, pulling my attention back to the matter at hand. The package.

“Sir, I got word from Nika. She’s acquired a DVD player.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Eighteen


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Naturally, I followed Severin deeper into his flower maze to eavesdrop.

Because I certainly hadn’t sent him any gifts today or planned any ghost attacks.

A missed opportunity, really.

I sighed.

Perhaps I was losing my flair for the dramatic, because nothing fun or entertaining had been on my agenda since I’d gotten the livestream of the girl.

I could probably do both, right?

Hunt her and traumatize Russians?

Unfortunately, after discovering that Severin had been sent a DVD, I was rudely accosted by a snake—which wasn’t fair to snakes, because they were so much better than Alina Orlova.

“Uh, X, are you worried?” Neeve asked in a hushed tone.

“About?”

“Polina.” Neeve glanced around, then lowered her voice further. “She’s clearly suspicious of you and compared you to, well, you.”

“Oh.” I shrugged. “No, I’m not worried. If she suspects I am Xeniya, she’ll come to me first.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because she was one of my closest friends before…” I bit my lip. “She’ll be fine. Besides, we have something far more interesting to pursue.”

“Oh?”

“Severin was sent a DVD as a gift, and it wasn’t me.”

“Oh…” Neeve raised an eyebrow. “That is interesting.”

“So I say we crash that party.”

And that’s exactly what we did, though Severin hadn’t gotten far. Just as we left the gossips behind, Severin disappeared into the house.

We followed close behind and found him standing with the Morozovs and Maks in front of a TV that Nika had hooked up to a DVD player.

Old school.

They were far too focused on their task to notice us sneaking in behind them, which was bad form on their part, but it worked for me.

Bad form on their part, but it worked for me.

Although Neeve and I both possessed excellent sneaking skills, so I couldn’t fault them completely.

A message flashed across the black screen.

Severin, I dare you to find me, but in the meantime, why don’t I help you find your little ghost.

XOXO,

Damon Bayswim Locke.

His tree-of-life symbol accompanied the message.

And he’d signed off with an XOXO.

How dare he show Severin more affection? A silent laugh escaped me.

Now, Damon was an entertainer.

But my amusement evaporated when the next footage appeared.

Neeve was bound to a bed in an Order prison cell. It looked like a marathon day. One I remembered well.

Damon was taunting me—exposing me—fuck, perhaps I’d gone a little too far with the code I’d unleashed on him the other day.

Because this was retaliation.

“Oh God,” Neeve gasped. I clamped a hand over her mouth, but the commotion around us had already swallowed the sound.

Everyone in the room reacted, but Nika’s voice rose above them all.

“Oh my God, that’s Neeve,” she said, her voice horrified.
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Chapter Nineteen


Xeniya Morozova

Age 25

Ten Years Ago

Screams echoed from the next room, and unfortunately, I wasn’t the one causing them.

Which meant either my target was responsible for causing the screaming, or he was the one being tortured.

He seemed like a little bitch, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if those high-pitched shrieks were coming from him.

Unfortunately, neither of my assumptions was correct.

I walked through the wall, only to find my target, Patrick Crowley, with his dick out, masturbating to what looked like a horror movie.

But it wasn’t a movie. It was a livestream of a beautiful redhead chained up and being raped by three men.

Still invisible, I stepped closer to Patrick and narrowed my eyes at the screen. My heart leaped into my throat. It was Severin’s fiancée—maybe his wife by now. Neeve Callahan, the Irish mafia princess.

Every muscle in my body stilled.

The sick and hateful part of me wanted to leave her to her fate, but the better half of me prevailed.

Dammit. I needed to find a way to rescue her.

A tear slipped down my cheek as the truth settled in. My revenge would never be enough.

I had to save the other Forgotten.

I needed to give them back their names and lives. Before they were murdered like me.

I swallowed hard.

This changed all of my plans.

Patrick wouldn’t die tonight. To save my ex-boyfriend’s fiancée, I needed this fucking man.

I drew the knife from my thigh holster and materialized, pressing the blade against his throat.

“Where is she?” I demanded, my voice seeping with darkness.

Patrick’s eyes widened. “I don’t know.”

The blade bit into his skin, drawing a bead of blood. “Liar.”

“We only know where they’re held once we rent them.” His Adam’s apple bobbed.

“Then rent her,” I snapped. “Because we’re going to get her.”

“I can’t afford to rent her like that.” His gaze shifted to the screen. “I’m only allowed to rent girls on marathon days. I’m not high enough in the Order for more.”

“When is the next marathon day?” I asked through gritted teeth.

“In five weeks.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Five weeks was far too long, but without Patrick, I had no way to find her, let alone reach her. “Then do it. Tell them you’re bringing your girlfriend. It’ll be our first date, Patrick.”

I patted his cheek condescendingly.
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Five weeks later, I sat beside Patrick, our hands bound and black hoods covering our faces. They escorted us first to an armored SUV, then onto an airplane, and finally into another car. After fifteen hours of travel, we arrived at the compound where they were holding Neeve.

We kept our hoods on until we were inside, but from the god-awful heat and gritty dirt beneath my feet, I knew we were somewhere in the desert. The smells confirmed it. Dry sagebrush, juniper, and that unmistakable mineral scent of parched earth.

Stepping one foot in front of the other, I was being led back to my prison. Only this time, I returned as the monster, not the Forgotten.

Acid singed my throat.

Every breath I took felt too shallow, but no one would see me struggle. I swallowed the tears threatening to spill, refusing to give these villains another ounce of my pain. No. I'd paint the walls with their blood instead.

The guards ushered us into our seats. You'd think the room would be more comfortable, considering how much these men were paying to use these women. Instead, we got fold-out chairs… some of the most uncomfortable I'd ever sat in.

When we were finally settled in, a guard hooked his fingers beneath my hood and pulled it off. Light accosted me. I blinked once, then again, struggling to adjust.

Concrete surrounded us and was suffocating.

The compound looked almost identical to the one where I was held captive. Only the temperature was different. Mine had been perpetually cold. I was pretty sure I’d been held in somewhere in the wilderness of Canada, but this compound sat in the heart of a desert.

“Oh, you're pretty,” the man beside me said, twirling a strand of my blonde hair around his finger. “Want to ride me later?”

My appearance was completely altered. Blonde curls bounced around my face, framing my features. I also wore ice-blue contacts, making me even less recognizable. I’d bound my chest to make my breasts appear smaller, and my skin was already pale, as if no blood ran through it.

Maybe that was a corpse thing.

I didn’t know.

Either way, I looked almost nothing like the girl they’d once raped and murdered.

I wasn’t Xeniya Morozova. I was Jessica Smithwell, Patrick’s overly excited, sadistic girlfriend who wanted to come play with his dolls.

I tried ignoring the man, but when he tugged on my hair, I turned toward him, a fake smile crawling across my face like a deadly spider.

My fingers clawed seductively down his chest as I caught his hand and pressed my lips to his earlobe. “Careful, darling. I’m a serial killer, and you really don’t want my attention falling on you. I’m ruthless.”

The man blanched.

I wiggled my nose, satisfied for now with his fear. Soon, I’d take his life too.

I turned back to Patrick.

My smile turned cruel, and I clapped my hands with a squeal. “OMG, babe, this is so exciting.”

I laced my arm through Patrick’s, and he scowled, his every muscle in his body tensing. I’d already warned him that if he didn’t help me and keep himself in line, my men would kill his baby sister, mother, and brother.

So he was more than willing to help.

Would I do it?

Probably not.

But I didn’t care to find out, and Patrick had been so accommodating… thus far.

My gaze swept the room. To everyone watching, I was just an excitable girl taking in her surroundings. In reality, I was counting guards and men.

Eight guards dressed in all blue patrolled the perimeter, and thirty-five men occupied the seats around me.

Okay. So I had to take out forty-three men—no big deal.

Right?

We were about to find out whether I had enough energy to pull it off. Ghosting was easy enough, but to kill, I had to solidify at least part of my body. Usually, I chose to solidify my hand because changing only one body part took less energy than materializing completely.

Either way, phasing cost me energy.

Whether I had enough energy to take on forty-three men remained to be seen. But I was excited to test the limits of this new body.

First, though, I needed to put on a little show. Make them underestimate the fuck out of me.

I clapped again and wiggled my nose, playing the part of a hyper Valley girl with fantasies of murder.

At least the last bit was true.

Blood burned through my veins, but I was excited and scared. Because today, I was one of them, here to take part in a sick, twisted marathon.

I am a monster like them. Blend in. Don’t get caught.

The worst part was waiting for our turn.

Patrick and I had rented Neeve for thirty minutes. I asked for her to be tied up with ropes to a wooden board because I wanted to throw knives at her.

It was Target Practice Tuesday.

I wasn’t allowed to kill her. I’d even signed paperwork that if I accidentally killed her, then I would take her place.

Naturally, Jessica signed with a wide smile plastered across her delicate face because she was just as sick as they were.

Xeniya wasn’t.

I tapped my foot, waiting to be called, knowing that despicable and horrible things were happening as I waited.

Without weapons, though, I couldn’t act. And disappearing in front of everyone would only announce that we were at war.

I needed weapons and the element of surprise if I was going to do this. 

Luckily, Patrick had managed to get us an early time slot, which worked in my favor for more than one reason.

It limited how long Neeve would be left at their mercy, and it kept all these men gathered here, waiting.

And I had wonderful plans for them.

Thirty minutes later, they called our names and escorted us into a room where Neeve was tied to the wooden board.

She wore one of the infamous diaphanous dresses that left nothing to the imagination. Green—to match her hair—and completely see-through.

I shuddered, and I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting the onslaught of memories threatening to overwhelm me.

I had a mission.

Save the girl.

This was no time to break down.

Drawing a deep breath, I let the music slide over my skin. I’d asked them to play my playlist throughout the compound while I took my turn with the girl. It was a badass woman playlist, the kind you’d work out to or fantasize about murdering men to.

But I wasn’t going to pretend.

Oh, this was going to be a blast.

I opened my eyes, jumped up and down with a squeal, then ran to the table holding my knives. They’d given me far too many.

Big mistake.

“Babe, isn’t this wonderful?” I asked, my voice dripping with false cheer.

Cameras streamed everything live to the sick fuckers paying to watch.

“Yes, it’s so great,” Patrick said through gritted teeth.

“Oh, I can’t wait!” I squealed, picking up a knife.

Turning it over, I tested its weight in my hand.

Lovely.

I hated myself for what came next, but the show had to be convincing. Knife in hand, I skipped over to Neeve and stopped in front of her. She glared down at me.

Fire still surged through her bones. Good.

They hadn’t completely broken her yet.

I ran a hand up her waist, playing the part of another one of her nightmares. My skin crawled, and I fucking hated myself for it.

But I had to sell this act.

Patrick, like the good little dog he was, leaned against the back wall, watching.

I gritted my teeth and flashed a bright, horrifying smile. I placed the blade to her jaw, then slid it up to her lips, and finally between them.

Carefully. Very, very carefully, propping them open. I didn’t want to hurt her.

Leaning closer, I pressed my lips to her earlobe, keeping up the seductive act.

In the lowest voice I could manage, I whispered, “Keep a straight face. Don’t react to anything I say. If you understand, let out a fake whimper like I just said something horrible to you.”

She complied.

“Great. I’m here to rescue you, but I need to make it convincing before I do.” I ran my hand through her hair. “I’m going to throw knives at the board to cut your ropes. Once you’re free, stay where you are and pretend you’re still tied up. Whimper again if you understand.”

She did.

“I’m going to do something that’ll bring all the guards running. When they get here, keep pretending you’re tied to the board.”

Another whimper.

“Great. I’m going to start, and it’s going to look like I suck. Just know I have perfect aim. Perfect…”

Stepping back, I let a giggle slip through my painted red lips. “Oh my god, this is so fun!” I exclaimed for the cameras.

I clapped again, the knife balanced precariously between my fingers. It seemed very reckless. At least, that was how I wanted it to look. Skipping to the back of the room, I laughed maniacally, whirled around, and released the knife as though I hadn’t aimed at all.

It struck the upper-left corner of the wall, well away from Neeve—Severin’s fucking fiancée.

Neeve gasped, letting out a soft squeak.

“Oops, that’s not where I wanted it to go,” I said, picking up another knife.

Hopping from one foot to the other, I threw it.

Bullseye.

I wiggled my nose; I was too damn good at this.

The blade struck the rope binding her right leg. Four more knives followed, tossed as though I hadn’t aimed at all.

Each landed exactly where I wanted it. Two went wide, and the other two struck the ropes binding her hands. Five more knives flew, some missing deliberately, others passing close enough to scare everyone watching.

The whole time, I acted like a maniacal circus doll.

One final throw severed the last rope. I picked up four more knives and approached Neeve again.

“Get ready,” I mouthed.

With Neeve at my back, I hurled a knife straight into Patrick’s throat, and blood poured from the wound like a crimson waterfall.

“Oops,” I said with a malicious smile.

I tucked two knives into my strappy outfit, then snapped my gaze to the camera. Raising the knife in my hand, I beckoned them to come and get me.

Seconds later, a guard burst into the room and met my blade with his heart. He hit the ground hard.

Many knives remained embedded in the wall behind me. More than enough. Reaching back, I pulled one free.

The coppery scent of blood filled the room as another guard stormed in, meeting the same fate as the first.

After that, they seemed to learn their lesson, and they stopped running in without thought.

Unfortunate, that.

Oh, well. I’d just have to take the battle to them.

I whirled around and met Neeve’s terror-stricken gaze. “I suggest staying out of my way or being useful.”

Then I vanished into my void form.

Neeve gasped, then screamed. Because they all did. Voiding was a great party trick. Unfortunately, we weren’t at a party, and I didn’t have time for this.

My wig melted away in the process for the change, along with my contacts. For some reason, neither survived the transition into my ghost forms, but my clothes did. It never made any fucking sense to me.

White-gray hair and purple-tinted eyes replaced Jessica’s carefully constructed disguise.

Neeve screamed again, wailing like a banshee as she grabbed her head. I wasn’t even sure why; she couldn’t see me. No one could.

“That is the opposite of useful, Red,” I growled, gathering the remaining knives.

I’d chosen a strappy little number specifically so I could tuck knives into it for battle. Unfortunately, playing this role meant leaving my protective gear behind. I’d have to rely on my abilities to keep me alive.

Fingers crossed, because it was time for battle.

I strolled through the wall, materialized only my hand, and slit the throats of the four guards outside the room before they even knew what was happening. Once they were down, I turned completely invisible again.

My heels clicked to the beat as I made my way into the main hall. The sound was a harbinger of their deaths.

Click. Clack. Click. Clack.

My favorite song on the playlist came on: Girls Just Want to Have Fun.

The perfect song to kill men to.

Materializing only my hand again, I began my rampage.

Feeling playful and dramatic, I threw five knives in succession, embedding them in the hearts of the first five Order men seated in the front row.

Unfortunately, my showboating had consequences.

Bullets came flying in my direction, passing straight through me. One, however, managed to graze my exposed hand, forcing me to void it again. But because I was a sick monster, I wanted them to see what was coming for them. So, after a minute, I shifted into my translucent ghost form.

Walking with one red-bottomed heel in front of the other, I prowled around the men as bullets continued to pass through me.

“It’s time to have some fun, my loves,” I said, cackling like a witch. Oh, I was enjoying myself far too much.

My heels clicked methodically with the music as I turned my hand into human flesh and threw three more knives.

Apparently, the men didn’t take kindly to that. They started running and screaming like toddlers scared on Halloween.

But oh, no. The doors were barred. Damn that. It was almost like someone didn’t want them getting out or something.

Sigh. So awful.

To taunt them, I solidified completely and blew them a kiss. Then I pulled a knife from one of my victims, blood splattering all across my face and dress.

Ah, my crimson painting.

I had promised that I would paint the room red, hadn’t I? Well, if I didn’t, I certainly was doing that now.

A wicked smile spread across my face as one of the guards finally grew some balls and tried to attack me.

I dodged him.

But I didn’t need to be in my ghost form to be deadly. My knife drove upward into his throat.

Oops. My bad.

The battle continued much like this, with me switching between forms as I slaughtered the men throughout the building. It was never a fair fight. One couldn’t fight the air, just as these men couldn’t fight me.

Twenty men lay bleeding at my feet, their life force slowly draining away. I sighed because their deaths weren’t slow enough for my liking, but they would have to do.

Especially since my body had begun flickering in and out of existence on its own, and a boulder of exhaustion came crashing down on me.

Well, fuck.

I’d switched forms too many times, even when solidifying only my hands.

Shit. I didn’t know what to do?

Was it better to stay in ghost form with my hands solid, or become fully human? I didn’t know.

I rubbed my eyebrows with my thumbs, thinking.

Being half-transformed probably wasn’t helping, so I decided to finish this in human form, which was dangerous.

But I was a trained assassin—even as a human.

Fifteen men remained, and now I’d have to rely on my actual combat skills to take them out.

But I still had the element of surprise on my side.

So before I solidified fully into a human again, I managed to fatally wound three more, my body flickering between invisible and ghost forms.

Twelve men left. Most were cowering, but some grew braver when I finally solidified into the form of a fragile woman. One who many of them had dominated over and over again.

In their arrogance, they thought they could kill me now.

I scratched my head with the handle of my knife and stared at them. How many of these men had raped me?

I’d lost count of how many Lethe had rented me because the days and their faces blurred together.

Could’ve been fifty. Could’ve been hundreds.

It didn’t fucking matter.

I shrugged.

There was no real way of knowing. Many had rented me multiple times, over and over and over again—like Aleksandr, Severin’s father, who loved raping me. Others had only rented me once.

An unhinged laugh spilled from my lips as I held out my hand, curling my fingers seductively for the remaining men to come get me.

The song changed to Survivor, the 2WEI version.

“Oh, don’t be shy, my darlings. If one of you catches me, maybe you can fuck me.”

Another crazed laugh escaped me as I dropped into a fighting stance.

Three men rushed me at once, but I was scrappy and fucking fast, and the beat of the music fueled me. I moved like lightning, slashing and dodging between them, until the others decided to attack all at once.

And it might have worked if I wasn’t still a fucking dead girl, because whenever they got too close or tried to wrap their arms around me, I disappeared between their fingers.

Weakness spread over my bones. Switching between forms was costing far, far too much. But it didn’t matter because only two men remained.

Panting and barely able to keep myself upright, I yanked a knife from one man’s torso and hurled it at another cowering in the corner. The blade sank into his back, puncturing a lung. He’d drown slowly in his own blood.

Too bad.

My lips curled into a feral smile as I faced my final opponent. The man looked like he’d pissed himself.

“Not so scary when someone bigger and stronger than you takes you on, are you?” I asked mockingly.

Obviously, I was far, far smaller than him.

He whimpered. “Please, I have a family. A wife and children.”

“Does she know you rent and rape helpless women?” I dragged the tip of my knife along my lips.

He stumbled backward, trying to escape me.

“She doesn’t, does she?” I asked. “Probably for the best. How could a woman ever respect a man like you?”

I took a step toward him, but my knee buckled and it took all of my balance to keep myself on my feet.

I’d expended too much energy, and a crash was coming. Sabine had warned me about just this moment. I wanted to extend this final victim’s torture out longer, maybe over days, forcing the sick fucks on the livestream to watch me gut him.

But my body would give out long before that happened.

So with one of my remaining knives, I drove the blade straight into his eye, burying it deep in the socket. A shudder ran through me. Squishy and wet. Disgusting stuff.

And when I pulled my knife free, I almost vomited because it made a soft, wet pop.

Bile rose in my throat. It was so gross.

I raised my last knife toward the camera. “I am coming for you. All of you.”

Then I aimed at the livestream cameras and flicked my wrist. The knife sailed through the air and struck the power bay, sending sparks flying.

My strength faded and exhaustion crushed down on me, draining my limbs until my knees began to buckle.

Fuck.

I stumbled forward, barely catching myself before I hit the ground.

That was when Neeve moved. She emerged from the shadows and approached slowly, as though I were a caged animal.

Fear swirled in her eyes, but she was far braver than any of these men.

She stopped in front of me. “Thank you,” she whispered.

I nodded, too exhausted even to speak.

“Oh, god.” Her eyes widened. “Are you hurt?”

Then I felt it. Something wet trickled from my nose. My fingers flew up to check.

Blood.

A fucking nosebleed.

Before I could say or do anything else, my legs gave out. Neeve lunged to catch me, but we both collapsed to the ground.

Blackness tore at my consciousness, and I completely passed out.

Weak and vulnerable.
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Chapter Twenty


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Present

On the video, a frantic Neeve shook my unconscious body, screaming for me to wake up.

“Please wake up,” she sobbed. “I can’t do this alone. Please.”

I didn’t. And I probably wouldn’t for a while.

Then something happened that I knew nothing about at the time, although considering what happened when I finally woke up, I shouldn’t have been surprised.

The compound door squeaked open, and Sabine entered, flanked by several of her large, muscular men.

She approached my unconscious body slowly, like a lioness on the hunt.

“I did tell you this is what would happen.” She poked me with the toe of her red-bottomed heel.

Seriously?

“Well, gentlemen, do take care of her.” She gestured toward my body.

“No,” Neeve yelled from the video. “I won’t let you take her.”

“Oh, don’t be dramatic,” Sabine scoffed. “She’s my…” She tapped her chin, searching for the right word. “… associate. And I’ve come because this idiot didn’t think through her escape plan.”

Another kick from her red-bottomed heel. “Now, out of the way, Red. We must get out of here before they send reinforcements.”

The footage cut out rather dramatically, fading to static, then black, before another message finally appeared.

Go find your little ghost, Severin. I gave you more than enough information to hunt her down and END her.

Happy Hunting!

Love,

Damon Bayswim Locke

My stomach dropped to my toes. That fucker.

Apparently, he hadn’t appreciated the virus I’d written to attack his programs.

Men and their fragile egos.

My phone vibrated in my purse. Two buzzes. A text. I ignored it, turning my attention to the problem at hand.

I cleared my throat, drawing the attention of everyone in the room: Severin, my family, Maks, and Mikhail.

“Well, you certainly left out some pieces of that rescue,” I joked, nudging Neeve with my elbow, hoping to break the tension suffocating the room.

The joke was also a reminder. We were surrounded by Russian mafia bosses, and however much I wanted to comfort her, we needed to get through this first.

“Like the part where you were saved by some paranormal spirit who apparently can get nosebleeds and pass out.”

That information was never supposed to get out. I’d cut the livestream with my knife, but apparently Damon had access to other cameras that kept recording.

What the fuck do you want, Damon? Truly want?

Obviously, he was sending Severin after me, but he could’ve easily told him my name. He knew it, after all. He was the assassin sent to kill me. So why the games? Why give Severin everything he needed to hunt me except the one piece of information that would expose me completely?

I swallowed hard and refocused on the present problem.

The Russians stared at us like we were intruders—which, technically, we were—so I slipped back into my nonchalant Keira persona.

“I did like the part where she told you to try to be useful, though.” I squeezed Neeve’s hand.

Our presence had clearly shocked them, and no one spoke. Their jaws might as well have been sewn shut.

“You would like that part,” Neeve grumbled.

“Ah, yes, I would.” I kept my voice bright and lifted my chin to face the firing squad. “So, uh, who were those women who rescued you?” I asked, silently begging Neeve to get herself together.

She needed to invent a convincing story fast—or at least keep my secrets to herself.

Because this was an attack.

I wanted to comfort her, but shots had been fired on both sides, and now Damon was sending Severin after me—to hunt me for him.

“I have no idea,” Neeve said slowly, squeezing my hand back. “You saw about as much as I did. The creepy one⁠—”

“Just for clarity’s sake, which one is the creepy one?” I cut in.

Neeve shot me a glare that said, Obviously, not you. But what came out of her mouth was, “The one who wasn’t passed out at my feet.”

“Oh, gotcha.”

“Anyway”—Neeve rolled her eyes—“the creepy one woke up the other. She was so weak she could barely walk, so we carried her out of the complex to a blacked-out SUV. Then they drove me to a private plane and flew me back to New York.”

Severin narrowed his eyes. “And you didn’t learn anything from them at all?” His hands slid into his pockets. “It couldn’t have been a short journey.”

“Well, the one who saved me was passed out the whole time, and the creepy one was, well…” Neeve hesitated. Sabine was extremely hard to explain. “…was creepy.”

Another squeeze of her hand: You’re doing great, my love.

None of that was true. At least I didn’t think so. Sabine might have said absolutely nothing to Neeve on the plane, but I’d woken halfway through the flight, introduced myself, and explained everything.

At that point, Neeve demanded I help her hunt down every Order member.

At first, I was wary of her, but everything changed after we reached New York and I brought her home to her family.

They asked me to stay for a while, to help Neeve adjust to life outside captivity.

And, well, I never left.

I needed her just as much as she needed me, and together, we went to therapy and took classes to prepare for what we planned to do.

My combat experience meant I could skip that part of the training, so instead, I earned two degrees and spent years studying acting, including the Meisner technique.

“Nothing? Really?” Nika asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow, her voice too sharp for my liking.

I glowered.

My sister could hate Keira, but she would not be cruel to Neeve. I wouldn’t allow it.

“Oh, I’m sorry, have you ever been kidnapped and used as a sex slave, Nika?” I asked, venom coating my voice. “No, I didn’t think so. Maybe after months of that level of torture, Neeve wasn’t thinking, boy, let me interrogate my rescuers. Maybe she was in shock and questioning whether two ghost women were actually helping her at all.”

Nika opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

“Because I was there for the after. I was there for the sleepless nights and the days when she refused to talk to anyone. I was there for the days she begged me to let her kill herself.” My nostrils flared. “Don’t pretend you have any idea what it was like.”

Was I still talking about Neeve, or had my own pain begun slipping through?

My heart slammed against my ribcage, and energy buzzed through my veins. Not good. That was the kind of energy I got right before I gutted someone.

And unfortunately, I couldn’t gut my baby sister, even if I wanted to snap her neck.

“I’m sorry.” Nika stepped back, rubbing her hands against her dress. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“No, you weren’t,” I snapped.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“It’s okay,” Neeve breathed.

I shook my head. “No, it’s not.”

Severin took a tentative step forward, like a man trying to tame a wildcat. “Can we ask you a few questions?”

Neeve’s knees shook, and I reached out to steady her.

Bringing up those first days after her return had been a mistake.

Somehow, it made everything feel real again.

I knew that feeling all too well.

Sometimes, the past felt like one horrible dream, especially for me, because I no longer had any scars.

Death stole everything from me. Including the evidence that it was all real.

“If you’re going to continue this interrogation,” I said, “first, we’re moving somewhere she can sit down. Second, we get to end this whenever we want.”

They agreed, and we moved to a sitting room within the mansion that was dripping in green. Green velvet couches and curtains. Historical-themed green wallpaper, and even the trim on the coffee table was green.

Neeve and I sat on a couch across from Severin and Nika.

Mikhail stood against the back wall beside my father, like sentinels on watch.

The other two left to give Neeve more privacy.

“If you can, tell us anything you remember from the car and plane rides.” Severin leaned forward like a therapist, his expression intense but sympathetic.

Neeve wrung her hands before answering. “It was a standard SUV with blacked-out windows, the sort any mafia boss would travel in, and the plane was private. The flight attendant called the creepy one by an S name, like Sarah, Sophia, or Sabine. I’m not really sure. But it definitely started with an S and ended in an A sound.”

Severin nodded. “Thank you. That’s very helpful.”

“Did they show you any more abilities?” he asked.

“Wait,” I interrupted. “Are you gonna casually dismiss the fact that these women are ghosts? I mean, that’s insane, and the footage didn’t seem doctored.”

Nika crossed her arms. “Yeah, that’s old news.”

“To you, maybe.” I turned to Severin. “You clearly aren’t surprised.”

“I’m not.” He sat back casually.

“What the fuck?” I asked. “Why not?”

“Remember that ghost I told you about hunting my men?”

“Yes.” I stretched the word like taffy.

“Turns out she is an actual ghost… or something like it.”

Something like it.

I wasn’t a ghost. I was a Fury. But that was semantics. Important semantics, though, because ghosts couldn’t become solid and live in the real world.

“Well, fuck,” I said.

Severin rolled up his suit sleeves. “And she set the warehouse I was in on fire and caused these scars.”

He showed me the raw, red skin still healing from his burns.

“She sounds lovely.” I swallowed hard. “And you think she’s the same ghost?”

“Possibly,” he agreed. “It would make sense.” He turned back to Neeve. “Do you know who took you?”

Don’t you?

My eyebrows rose.

Neeve licked her lips nervously. “Yes. There’s a trafficking cult called the Leathean Order.”

Severin nodded.

“They kidnap mostly women to use for sex and whatever else their hearts desire.” Her voice shook. “They rent you out to men who can do anything they want. That footage was from a marathon day, when lower-ranking members get to rent you together or for shorter intervals.”

“That’s disgusting,” Severin growled. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

Are you?

My nails dug into my palms. None of this was supposed to be new information to him.

Goosebumps rose on my skin.

He sounded so convincing, as if he knew nothing about the Order, but the best liars were usually the most convincing people. That’s why they made great CEOs and billionaires.

“I think that’s enough,” I said, fighting to keep the anger out of my voice.

Neeve was barely holding back full-body tremors.

Severin nodded. “Yes. Thank you for sharing all of this with us.”

“Of course,” she said, rising and nearly fleeing the room.

As we left, Nika leaned toward Severin. “I have some more information about the supernatural for you.”

Dammit. He’d given her the task of researching ghosts.

Nika was like a dog with a bone, and she’d never let go once she sank her teeth in. She’d uncover the secrets of my form for sure.

It was only a matter of time.
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Chapter Twenty-One


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Iushered Neeve out of the Russian compound and into an unmarked car, where she began to—understandably—hyperventilate.

My phone buzzed again. With an annoyed huff, I pulled it from my purse and stared at the screen.

(212) 555-2666:




It was very naughty of you to mess with my programs, Xeniya.




My heart hammered against my ribs like a war drum. Damon had my number. But of course he did. He was nearly as talented a hacker as I was… maybe even more so.

Bile rose in my throat.

Three dots appeared on the screen. He was typing.

It was Damon. I knew it in my bones. It had to be him after the stunt he’d just pulled.

I glanced at Neeve, who was still freaking the fuck out. She wrapped her arms around her knees, barely catching her breath.

Fuck.

I couldn’t deal with his messages and her breakdown at the same time.

Damon:


Mess with me, my love, and I will mess with you.




Love?

Damon:


And I don’t want to mess with you. Not like this. I want you, but not like this, my Little Rabbit.




Liar.

My fingers tightened around the phone. He fucking loved messing with me like this, playing puppet master and pulling all our strings.

My throat constricted, and for a moment, I could almost feel his hands around it again, just like during the Gauntlet. Even his words felt like they were strangling me.

A low howl tore from Neeve, pulling my attention away from the screen. Damon and my feelings could wait.

Neeve couldn’t.

I shoved the phone into my purse and reached for her leg, squeezing it gently. “It’s going to be okay.”

“I… I…” Her breath came in ragged gasps, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I need some fucking air. I can’t. I can’t⁠—”

“Pull over,” I demanded, knocking on the partition between us and the driver.

The driver obeyed, but before the car had fully stopped, Neeve threw open the door and scrambled out.

A scream ripped from her throat as she collapsed to her knees in a field of dandelions.

Of course, it was dandelions.

I was pretty sure they were stalking me like Severin used to. Because they were fucking everywhere.

Neeve screamed again, and I rested a gentle hand on her back.

Any comfort I could offer would have been a lie, so I said nothing.

It wouldn’t be okay.

I couldn’t take any of it back. I couldn’t fix any of this, and I would never be able to. So I just knelt beside her and pulled her into a hug. “I’m sorry you had to watch that.”

It was my fault. I’d taunted Damon, and he'd retaliated by sending Severin a video of me, along with enough information to keep his hunt going.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. There was nothing else to say.

Neeve cried, her whole body rocking with the sobs, and I held her until she was ready to move.

Eventually, she sat cross-legged in the field, and I joined her, facing her with our knees touching and my hands resting on her thighs.

The contact was meant to ground her in the present, rather than let her slip back into her unrelenting nightmares.

After a long, long silence, I finally spoke.

“You know, I think I am a little selfish.” A raw, painful breath caught in my chest. “I spend so much time trying to save other girls and destroy the Order. So much time focused on my own trauma that I sometimes overlook what you went through.”

Neeve’s chin quivered, and she pressed her lips together to still it. “You get hyperfocused, Xenie, and I understand that.”

I shook my head. She was being far too easy on me. “The only difference between us is that you didn’t die.”

“Well, I think there are several differences between us.” Neeve tried to sound lighthearted, but her voice caught on the last word and she hiccuped.

“You know what I mean.”

Neeve nodded. “I do.”

“I’m sorry, Neeve.” I squeezed her leg again. “This is my fault. I taunted Damon, and he lashed out at you.”

She snorted. “I know. You tend to be the reason for a lot of things.”

I tilted my head, unsure what she meant.

“You saved my life.” Her eyes met mine. “Multiple times. You never let me kill myself afterward.” She swallowed hard. “You’ve been my rock for nine years.”

“And you’re mine.”

“I better be,” she said, wiggling an eyebrow. “I’m sorry for all the pressure I’ve been putting on you with the Embroiderer. I know it’s not fair.”

I pressed my bottom lip between my teeth and nodded.

My attention dropped to a dandelion, and I plucked it from the grass. My favorite flower. When dandelions lost their vibrancy, they became something even more beautiful, scattering their seeds like weeds.

Infectious and resilient. Like us.

“I think we’ve both been a little bit right and a little bit wrong about that,” I said.

“Yes,” she murmured. “I don’t want any more girls to die, and I’m just so human, and you’re…”

“Dead?”

Neeve shrugged. “I have no idea. Who really knows what you are?”

I chuckled. “Yeah.”

Neeve swallowed. “I was so hard on you because I’m triggered and afraid.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“When I was kidnapped, a man used to visit me and tell me he was going to kill me. That I would become part of his collection.”

“A serial killer?”

Grass prickled against my palms, grounding me.

“Yes. I feel like I could have been one of the Embroiderer’s victims.” Neeve rubbed the same spot on her thigh over and over. “And I’m afraid my killer is still out there, watching and waiting for his chance to finish what he started.”

“I will never let that happen,” I seethed.

She swallowed and kept rubbing her thigh. “I know. I’m just scared.”

My chest tightened. The pain on my best friend’s—no, my sister’s—face was unbearable.

It broke me.

I pulled her into another fierce hug, a silent promise that I would never let anything happen to her.

I would burn the world down first.

“Speaking of our biggest fears,” she said into my hair, “are you ever going to hunt yours?”

I pulled away to face her. “What do you mean?”

“The one man you’ve been intentionally avoiding?”

“Which one?” I asked, because I’d really avoided two.

The Man in Black.

Blackwood.

For very different reasons.

“Are you ever going to hunt down Blackwood?” she asked, her voice soft as a breeze but gently probing.

I looked away. “I’m not sure I haven’t already found him.”
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Xeniya Morozova

Age 24

Eleven Years Ago

Iwas far too attached to Blackwood.

He almost always appeared after my worst attacks, always with medicine, always with comfort.

Always with those striking cobalt-blue eyes that sang to my soul.

Eyes that matched his.

There were a hundred thousand reasons why Severin couldn’t be Blackwood.

Their voices didn’t match.

Their builds were different.

Their demeanors were nothing alike.

But their scent was nearly identical—bergamot mixed with chai tea, or sometimes coffee instead of tea.

Maybe my brain was conjuring dreams, or my heart was begging for hope, but I wanted Blackwood to be Severin with all my soul.

Because then it meant he’d never left me and he’d never forsaken me.

Yes, he would have given me to this place, but he’d also been the one to glue my broken pieces back together.

Blackwood never once assaulted me. He never touched me without my permission or even dared to kiss me—ever. He was the epitome of respect and consent in a place where I was a sex doll with three rentable holes.

But it was never like that with Blackwood.

Perhaps I was brainwashed, clinging to the only thing that felt good in my life.

Blackwood only wanted to ease my pain. I knew I shouldn’t trust him, but with no one else to turn to and no hope left, even the lesser evil felt like a lifeline.

And he was my lifeline.

Tonight, I sat curled in his lap, his chin resting on my head as I traced the tattoo on his arm.

Blackwood always wore a mask, so I’d never seen his face, but his tattoo was another matter. I saw it.

An intricate tangle of black snakes formed a tree, their bodies twisting into roots, a trunk, branches, even leaves made of scales. It was art, the kind of tattoo that must have taken multiple sessions and countless hours to complete.

Tracing the scales grounded me, and being in his arms and focusing on something so simple was comforting.

The tattoo, however, was the strongest evidence that Blackwood wasn’t Severin, but some rich stranger obsessed with me.

After all, blue eyes weren’t rare. Ten percent of the world had them, which meant hundreds of millions of men did, and Blackwood could have been any one of them.

Plus, Severin didn’t have any arm tattoos.

None.

Although he could have gotten one since I’d been taken.

It had been two years.

More than enough time for new ink.

Severin loved snakes. Half the tattoos covering his torso and legs featured them, and he’d once told me he wanted to raise snakes himself.

I called him my willow, too, and the tree on Blackwood’s arm resembled one.

The voice, the build, the demeanor? All of those things could be changed or faked.

Had Severin regretted what he’d done and infiltrated the Leathean Order to help me? To rescue me?

He would learn a British accent for that.

I knew it.

There was once a time when I believed Severin would have done anything for me.

“I only want you,” I whispered, too softly for the cameras to pick up. I want freedom. “I want you to take me far away from here, somewhere it can be just us.”

Blackwood lifted his chin from my head and tipped my face toward his with one finger.

His eyes were liquid azure, blue like a venomous pit viper. Absolutely stunning and a bit terrifying.

“Do you mean it?” he asked, his thumb caressing my chin.

“Yes.” Tears burned behind my eyes. “That’s all I want now.”

He lowered his face, his lips hovering over mine, his warm breath brushing my skin.

Then he closed the distance, and for the first time in two years, Blackwood kissed me—and for the first time in two years, the touch of someone’s lips didn’t revolt me.

It was soft and probing, asking for permission in a sea of assault.

In a heartbeat, it was over, leaving me wanting more—desperate for him.

“Blackwood,” I rasped, my voice needy.

His attention settled on me. “I promise you, mon petit lapin. I will make it happen. I will take you far away from here.”
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Severin Volkov

Age 36

Present

Once Keira and Neeve were well out of the room, I turned to my men—and Nika.

“Apparently, we have two problems now. The Ghost and whoever this Damon is.”

I poured myself a stiff whiskey.

Damon was clearly the mole within the Russian mafia. He knew far too much, including the fact that I was hunting the Ghost.

But only the people in this room knew that… unless…

“Are we being surveilled?” I asked. “Morozov, have your men sweep the mansion again and look for hidden cameras or microphones.”

Dmitri nodded, already pulling out his phone to relay the order.

“The next question is, which threat comes first?” I took a slow sip of whiskey and settled into an armchair. “This mole is deliberately exposing footage of the ghost and sending us after her. Why?”

“What is he trying to distract you from?” Dmitri asked, taking a seat. “Or is the Ghost hunting him too, and he wants you to find her before she finds him?”

“That would make sense,” Nika said. “He knows enough about the Order to obtain that footage. And if the organization is as secretive as it seems, he might be a member.”

“Right.” I set down my glass for a moment. “So which do we hunt first?”

“Why can’t it be both?” Mikhail asked, perching on the edge of a desk. “You still have Keira digging into the mole, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then let her. We can investigate the Ghost and the Order. Didn’t you have something to share about the ghost, Nika?”

“Yes.”

Her attention moved from my brother to me, then around the room, as if she were deciding whom to trust. But everyone here was either family or one of my trusted men.

She twisted her fingers together before connecting her laptop to the TV.

“I’ve been researching paranormal creatures, and I found several that might fit our Ghost.”

Nika opened her presentation. The first slide showed an illustration of a screaming woman dressed in white.

“First, the banshee. A female spirit from Irish folklore, often depicted with white hair, whose wailing warns of approaching death. A harbinger, rather than its cause. That fits our girl in some ways, but not in others, so I kept looking.”

She tapped the spacebar. The next slide showed another pale woman in white, haunting a medieval castle.

“Then there are the White Ladies. They're said to be ghosts of women who were betrayed, murdered, or died tragically, haunting particular places like castles and roads. Some legends describe them as harbingers of death, dressed in white with pale hair. Others portray them as protective, mournful, or vengeful. Our girl could be one, but the Valkyries seemed worth considering too.”

Another tap of the spacebar brought up three armored warrior women riding horses.

“They’re immortal creatures in Norse mythology known for being warriors and protectors. They felt closer to our girl but not right, and then I landed on the next two supernatural beings: the Revenants and the Furies.”

The next slide was split between a translucent man and three silver-haired women in ancient Greek robes.

“These two interested me most because both are associated with vengeance and punishment, though in different ways. Revenants are the dead returning to the physical world because of unfinished business. Furies, on the other hand, are goddesses who hunt terrible men and punish grave wrongdoings.”

She clicked the slide forward again to more images of white-haired ghosts.

“From there, I dug deeper into myths, sightings, and ghost stories about Revenants and Furies. And what I found was fascinating.”

The screen filled with images of white-haired female spirits, supposedly captured by security cameras or lurking in the backgrounds of photographs.

“Stories of white-haired women appear across different nations, cultures, and centuries. I focused on more recent accounts and found tales of vengeful female spirits hunting men who'd harmed them. Some witnesses described them as revenants, while others described them as Furies or banshees. Different names, different cultures, but strikingly similar stories, and they persist across many, many groups.”

Nika cleared her throat. “We already know our Ghost is real. But after looking into these accounts, I’m starting to wonder how many more creatures like her exist.”

“Did you find anything about their abilities?” Mikhail asked, leaning forward.

“Not much. Most accounts describe them as ghosts, and I couldn't find anything reliable about their weaknesses. The bleeding and fainting are new to me.”

Maks nodded. “I guess it’s somewhat good news that they have some weakness because what we just watched was horrifying. She killed thirty men who had no chance to fight back.”

“Thirty evil men,” I corrected. “I don’t feel remotely bad for them.”

“Me neither.” Nika crossed her arms and glanced back at the screen, still paused on Damon’s message. “They deserved what they got.”

“Now, we’re empathizing with the woman killing our men?” I adjusted my cufflinks and settled deeper into my chair. “That’s probably not a good thing.”

“Maybe they deserved it,” Nika said, voicing what we were all thinking.

A hard knock sounded at the door, and I jolted, trying to keep any outward reaction contained.

“Come in,” I called.

One of my guards flung the door open. “Sir, another package came for you.”

He held it out. Ilya took the package and brought it to me: a scroll sealed with a Tree of Life emblem in wax, as if we were living in a fantasy film.

I slipped a fingernail beneath the wax seal and unfolded the scroll, revealing a message written in cursive.

I hope you liked my gift. I have another one for you. Your Ghost will be here soon.

38.2734° N, 108.1424° W

https://stream.order.example/observer/13

Happy Hunting!

With lukewarm respect,

Damon

Nika read the letter over my shoulder. Patience was never her forte.

“Those are coordinates and a web address,” she said, entering the address into her laptop.

A livestream popped up. A young blonde woman lay curled in the fetal position inside a concrete cell. Bruises covered her body, and blood dripped from her mouth.

Silence struck the room like a tornado, tearing everything apart. Another tortured girl. By the Order?

“That explains the coordinates,” Mikhail said, rubbing his chin, disgust plain on his face. “Please tell me we’re going to go kill some fuckers.”

“Sir, what’s the plan?” Maks asked.

“We find this girl, find the Ghost, and then we find Damon and destroy him.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

5 Days to Find the Girl.

Damon


Did you like my little gift to Severin?




The message blinked on my laptop screen.

Damon


You fucked with me. It was only fair that I fucked with you back.




Another message appeared.

I swallowed and typed my reply.

Me:


You didn’t have to fuck with Neeve.




The cursor blinked. Taunting me. Then more words appeared.

Damon:


Ah, yes, that was rather unfortunate, but collateral and all.




I rubbed my face, searching for something to say back, because Damon was distracting me from my mission.

Find the girl.

And I was so damn close to finding her. We’d narrowed the search to a 200-mile radius, and my code was currently scanning satellite images for anything large and remote enough to be an Order compound.

My program chimed just as I typed my reply.

Me:


Stay away from Neeve, or I will turn my focus to finding and killing you.




I reached for the program window, but another message appeared before I could open it, and I could practically hear the laughter in his voice.

Damon:


Oh, please do come and find me. I will have so much fun with you in person.




I didn’t answer. Instead, I switched open the screen with my map, where a pin marked the spot my code thought the Order compound was most likely located.

Found you, fuckers.

The chat dinged again, and I opened up once more to Damon’s new message.

Damon:


I know you just found the compound. I’ve got a little surprise for you when you get there. Maybe it will teach you a little lesson not to fuck with me.




Time is ticking.




Don’t disappoint me, Little Rabbit.




That arrogant asshole.

I slammed my laptop shut and grabbed my leather jacket.

It was time to go because we didn’t have another second to waste. The girl could already be dying.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

I’d like to say I had a better plan than appearing out of nowhere and stabbing anyone in sight. And technically, I did.

Technically.

First, I'd take down the power grid with a little computer bug. Then I'd appear out of nowhere and steal the girl back.

I had knives and guns, but I didn't plan to use them. Boy, did I want to, though. The urge to break in, stab everyone in sight, and watch them bleed out slowly was almost unbearable. Maybe take a bath in their blood like that unhinged medieval countess who thought virgins' blood would keep her looking youthful.

Perhaps rapists' blood would keep me strong. Who knew? I'd never tried and probably never would. A bit too unhinged, even for me. I was crazy, but not that crazy.

No, I wasn't going to gut these men. Sadly. I'd simply ghost in, have a little chat with the girl, and ghost her out. Easiest and smartest plan, given my particular skill set.

The goal was to rescue the girl and get out alive. I could come back and kill them all later.

I checked the feeds from my fly-sized surveillance drones. All clear. Time for the extraction.

Forty masked guards patrolled the compound, but my plan made their numbers irrelevant.

The only possible complication was whatever Damon had in store for me. That man seemed obsessed with thwarting me. He'd promised a surprise, and in my experience, men's surprises usually involved their dicks—or something far worse.

Not that there was much worse than an unwanted dick.

So, no thank you. I didn't want Damon's dick…

Or whatever he had in store for me.

Wait… no, I take that back. I did want his dick—cut off and added to my treasure trove. A.K.A. my wall of taxidermied dicks. Such a shame I'd had to send Alek’s to Severin, but needs must.

And I needed to horrify my ex-boyfriend.

So, I did.

Ah, I got distracted again. Anyway, I doubted Damon would appear in person. Alas, the dick cleaving would have to wait.

First, the mission.

I opened my laptop, pressed Enter to launch the attack on the power grid, then slipped into my void form and walked straight through the compound's walls.

I was met with walls of suffocating concrete, streaks of blue, and barred windows that only let you see the sun but never reach it.

A shiver tore through me, and my breath grew ragged. My knees buckled. I reached for the wall to steady myself, forgetting that my hand would pass straight through.

I hit the floor of what looked like a broom closet and scraped my knees through my combat pants. Because, yes, I was, in fact, that skilled.

My breathing turned shallow, and I started hyperventilating. Sounds faded, and I only heard them as if they were reaching me through a tunnel. I sank against the wall, a hanging mop handle digging into my back. As my body solidified, I drew my knees to my chest.

Fuck.

Why was I so emotional?

I was never emotional. But all of a sudden, the last couple of weeks had turned me into a ball of them.

I had broken into eleven Order compounds before, and I'd never reacted like this. I was an emotionless robot, and that was what made me so good at my job.

But now?

I was a ship adrift in the middle of the ocean, without a motor or sails. Desperate.

I rested my chin on my knees and took a few moments to practice the breathing exercises Dr. Emma Hayes had taught me. She'd be so happy. Oh God, no one tell her.

Not that anyone could, but I certainly wasn't going to.

I rubbed my calves. You can do this, Xeniya. Just get up, get the girl, and get out.

I sucked in a deep breath.

Okay, I could do that.

Cracking my neck, I placed my palms on the cold concrete and pushed myself to my feet. Vanishing, I returned to void form.

Unfortunately, my little freakout had made me shift between two forms. It wasn’t for long, but it wasn’t good either.

The girl's cell sat at the center of the building, and forty guards patrolled the corridors around it—more than I’d normally expect, even on a marathon day.

Fucking Damon probably tipped them off.

Perhaps that was his surprise.

But again, it didn't matter.

The girl lay curled in the fetal position on her cot, in no condition to be rented out. She must have just endured a brutal session.

Which made the number of guards all the more curious. The Order preferred to keep its girls in working condition, even allowing them time off when they were too damaged.

How kind of them.

Sometimes, I'd hoped to be damaged badly enough to earn that time off.

Since this girl was on time off and couldn’t be rented, there should have been at most ten guards.

So more than likely, this was a trap.

But it didn’t matter, because I could void.

The lights cut out just as I reached the girl’s cell, and guards scrambled outside, trying to figure out what happened.

I materialized in front of the girl with a flashlight in my hand, and I knelt beside her.

“Hi,” I said, my voice unsteady. “I am here to help you.”

She groaned. My fingers barely touched her shoulder before she flinched in pain.

Fuck. Another complication I hadn't planned for. I'd hoped she could walk out on her own, but despite being skin and bones, she probably weighed at least 120 pounds.

A hundred and twenty pounds of dead weight was no joke.

“Umm, girl, uh, lady, my name is Xeniya, and I’m here to rescue you.” God, I was bad at this part.

She wasn't the first Forgotten I'd rescued. Shouldn't I be better at it by now?

Apparently not.

“No one is coming to rescue me,” she moaned.

I swallowed. “Well, I am, and we don’t have a lot of time to argue about this, so I would really appreciate it if you would stand up and come with me.”

“Why should I trust you?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“You shouldn’t, but I was a Forgotten like you, and I am the only fucking hope you have.” Fuck, that was far too harsh, so I tried again. “They raped me, tortured me for three years, and killed me. I didn’t survive my time here. But you can.”

I slipped into ghost form to prove it.

Her expression was difficult to make out. In hindsight, cutting the lights had been a terrible idea; she could barely see me, even with the flashlight.

“I don’t believe you,” she said coldly.

“Fine.” I huffed. Another demonstration would drain precious energy, but I needed her cooperation. “Hold my flashlight and shine it at me.”

I solidified my hand, passed her the flashlight, and waited until she'd aimed it at me. Then I vanished into void form. She gasped. Because of course she did. A woman disappearing into thin air tended to have that effect.

Then I shifted back into my translucent ghost form and the flashlight's beam passed through me. “Try to touch me.”

She reached out, and her hand passed straight through my body.

“I am here to get you out. I’ve devoted my life to killing these men and rescuing women like us. And now that we’ve established what I can do, will you please come with me?”

Her mouth fell open. At that exact moment, a guard burst through the door.

“Time to go.” I grabbed her and pulled us both into the void form.

She squealed.

But the guard stopped short, bewildered.

“Shut up, please,” I said through gritted teeth. The “please” was a last-minute attempt to soften it. Semi-successful, though, because she did actually shut the fuck up. “Now this is going to be weird, but we are going to walk through that wall, and then we’re not going to say another word because silence is our friend. Understand?”

Her eyes widened, but she nodded.

“Great.”

I helped lift her up and threw her arm over my shoulder. I supported her, and we clumsily tried to walk out of the room. She tried to carry some of her own weight, but she was extremely hurt. So the process was incredibly awkward.

But eventually we managed to phase through the wall.

“It’s not much further—” An explosion cut me off, and concrete cracked around us.

Instinctively, we shielded our faces and let go of each other. Pointless, of course, because nothing could touch us in void form. But knowing that and trusting it were two different things.

The girl screamed, drawing the guards' attention. With our contact broken, she'd become visible again. The lights were still out, but daylight filtered through the barred windows.

So she was visible.

I materialized to punch the guard in the face who was about to grab her. The punch was my first instinct, but as he fell to the floor, I unholstered my gun and shot him in the head. Then I clutched the girl’s wrist and pulled us back into my void form.

Only seconds had passed, but now they knew we were here—and that we could disappear.

And that had been six shifts between forms.

Great. I was going to pass out during this, wasn’t I?

Because they were already taking a toll on my energy.

But at least I hadn't stayed long in any one form. That counted for something.

My energy depended on the duration of each transformation and how much of my body changed. Solidifying one hand, for example, cost less than becoming fully human.

But six shifts were already a lot.

I had maybe three full-body shifts and eight partial ones, if I was lucky. After that, I'd collapse.

Another explosion sounded, and more concrete fell, but I held onto the girl’s hand tightly, learning my lesson from the first time, and we managed to stay invisible.

But a wave of exhaustion tore through me, and I did everything in my power to hold onto the girl and my ghost form. But we flickered, briefly visible before fading again.

Explosions blew through the doors. Smoke and tear gas flooded the corridor, and a fresh surge of exhaustion drove me to my knees. Fuck. I was weakening faster than normal. In the chaos, the girl screamed and tore free of my grip.

Men shouted in thick Russian accents and stormed through the breached doors. One of them seized the girl’s wrist and dragged her into the firefight.

The Russians.

How? Why?

Then it hit me.

Damon's surprise. That fucker.

Bullets flew through the gray haze as the Order guards fought the Russians.

But weren't they supposed to be on the same side?

It didn’t make sense.

Cutting the power had made everything worse because now all I could see were flashes of gunfire and slivers of daylight streaming through the barred windows.

Oops.

And that was exactly how I'd lost the girl.

This was a fucking nightmare. Bullets and tear gas couldn't hurt me in void form, but she was human. She could be shot, suffocated by smoke, or overwhelmed by the gas.

I waded through the battle, passing directly through men's bodies. They shuddered as I went, momentarily losing their focus. Apparently, having a ghost walk through you wasn't comfortable.

Then everything got worse. The lights snapped on, and everyone flinched against the sudden brightness.

It was the backup generators.

At least now I could see what I was looking for.

Across the room, the girl cowered beneath a guard's raised gun. Which, of course, would not do. I solidified my hand, drew my gun, and fired.

His brains painted the wall and the girl's hair.

Gross.

Sorry, girl.

I sprinted to her and knelt down to ghost her again. I got there just in time, because another guard had started pulling her by the hair toward an exit. But we voided, and I pulled her hair out of his grip.

“Sorry,” I shouted over the gunfire.

She whimpered.

“Stay with me, and they won’t be able to touch you.”

I guided her through the wall, away from the battle—straight into the arms of more soldiers. Dammit.

Order guards and Russians surged through the corridors like water through a broken dam.

Fighting each other.

My brow furrowed.

Why?

They were on the same side. Right?

Half the Russians were members of the Order and raped girls like this one. Did the guards think these Russians were with me? My men? Was the entire battle a case of mistaken identity?

I'd cut the lights. Maybe no one had realized whom they were fighting.

“Come on,” I yelled, struggling under the girl's weight. “You have got to help me get you out.”

We'd barely moved five feet when I stopped dead.

My heart leaped into my throat, and my limbs turned to lead.

An Order guard had Nika pinned to the floor, and they were struggling over a gun, and he was winning.

Bile rose in my throat.

Because my sister was here.

Here.

Here to help the Russians capture this girl. Here to protect a trafficking cult. Betrayal twisted through me. I'd suffered three years to protect her.

I’d suffered three years to protect her. I could have tried to escape if it weren’t for trying to keep her alive and whole.

I whimpered and turned away.

Let her die.

I couldn’t care anymore.

She was a villain, and it was my job to kill them and to save the Forgotten.

But the sound of my sister’s shriek cut through the air, stabbing into every chamber of my heart. It was so gut-wrenching it nearly brought me to my knees.

My cheeks ached with the effort of holding everything inside.

I took another step away from Nika, then stopped.

I couldn’t let my sister die like this.

Even if she were a villain. Even if she deserved it.

I turned back and raised my revolver, searching for a clear shot. There wasn't one. Any angle risked sending a bullet through the guard and into Nika. Bullets didn't behave like they did in the movies. In real life, they could pass through one body and strike another.

Fuck.

My knife was the only option.

I holstered my gun and drew my hunting knife. Nika was too far away to reach while supporting the girl. I guided her against the wall—definitely not gently enough—and she slid to the floor. “Stay here.”

Eight men stood between my sister and me. I fought through them, shifting between ghost and human forms. I struck, disappeared, kicked, punched… whatever it took to reach Nika.

In the process, I cycled through five more transformations.

Yeah, I was fucked.

But I reached the guard pinning my sister down. I fully materialized, my silver hair swaying with movement, as I stabbed my knife through the man’s throat, nearly tearing it open.

I shouldn’t have turned fully human, but I wanted my fucking sister to see who had just saved her life.

That arrogance would cost me later, but I didn't care. She should know who'd saved her life. The Ghost she was trying to destroy.

The guard didn't die instantly. He choked, and spattered blood across my sister's face. Good. She fucking deserved it.

His body collapsed onto Nika, and she stared up at me in disbelief. For one suspended second, neither of us moved. The world blurred into a mosaic of color—streaks of it without distinct shapes.

I glowered down at her. Fully visible, silver-haired, and looking like a banshee foretelling the death of someone she loved.

Creepy and ethereal.

Another wave of exhaustion struck. How many times had I switched forms now? Too many.

I wheezed and clutched my side and took a moment to catch my breath.

Then, I pointed my knife at my sister. “Get the fuck up and don’t die.”

A beast stirred beneath my ribs, pacing the confines of my heart, and I rolled my shoulders back and tried to tamp it down. I couldn’t show weakness to my sister.

“You’re real?” Nika’s voice came out thin and unsteady.

“Yes,” I said flatly, turning my back on her.

Anger stroked through my blood. I was an idiot. I’d just saved my enemy. Nika was helping Severin kidnap the girl—helping the Order.

I should have let him kill her, but instead, I’d just saved her life.

I was losing my mind, and unwelcome emotions poured over me. It was like someone had tossed a bucket of thick slime over my head. Each emotion was a different color, thick, sticky, and suffocating.

A scream sounded from behind me, and I snapped my head back to see.

A Russian soldier had thrown the girl over his shoulder, and he pressed his radio button. “Got her.”

Static crackled, followed by a voice that sounded like Severin's. “We have to get her to another compound before they get her.”

Another voice joined in. “They must not find her.”

“Don’t worry, she’s ours now,” the man holding her said.

The fuck she wasn’t. I charged after him, rage driving every step. I was almost within reach when something slammed into my side. Hard. The impact sent me flying into the wall.

Fuck. I’d forgotten I was in human form.

My head struck the concrete and stars swam across my vision, and by the time they cleared, a hand was wrapped around my neck.

“Hello, Ghost,” Severin snarled, tightening his grip.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Severin Volkov

Age 36

Present

I’d planned for every part of this meeting, but nothing could have prepared me to look this woman in the eyes.

Striking.

But striking wouldn’t cut it.

My gaze traveled over her, taking in every curve and unnatural feature.

Her irises were soft violet streaked with emerald green. Her hair fell in gentle waves, pure white. Not blonde. Not silver. White as fresh fallen snow in the dead of winter.

It nearly glowed against the darkness.

And her curves stirred a memory I thought I’d lost.

A shaky breath escaped me, but I squared my shoulders. Weakness was not an option.

Not to this ghost.

Not to this impossible memory.

It couldn’t be her.

It just couldn’t. And yet everything about her felt familiar, from that resting murder-face to the gentleness buried deep in her eyes.

“Hello, Ghost,” I murmured, tightening my fingers around her neck.

She smiled back like a demon, clearly enjoying herself. “Hello, mafia prince. Have you liked my gifts?”

A laugh nearly bubbled up, but I kept it buried. She couldn’t know I found her charming. Instead, I settled a hard mask over my features.

“Not particularly,” I growled.

She gave a playful huff. “Too bad. I enjoyed them quite immensely.”

I’m sure she did. First my father’s dick, then his severed head. I would’ve enjoyed sending those gifts myself. In fact, I wished I’d been the one to kill him.

I tightened my hold on her neck, enough to make my warning clear without choking her. So slender, so delicate, it could almost convince a man that the creature it belonged to was harmless.

But I’d just watched her cut through five men to save Nika’s life.

Why, I wasn’t entirely sure.

Perhaps she targeted only men and protected women. Or perhaps there was more to it.

Perhaps… no. She wasn’t fucking Xeniya. Xeniya was dead. You watched her die over and over again. The day she died is burned into your mind. This ghost isn’t her.

But what if?

She placed a hand over my heart, as if reminding herself she could hold me back whenever she wanted. And I believed it.

This woman might be deadlier than me.

Tension tightened between us, and neither of us spoke, but electricity crackled through the silence. She smelled of rosemary, vanilla, and gunpowder. I swallowed, drawing in her scent further, testing it on my tongue. It was almost Xeniya’s, except Xeniya had smelled of lavender, vanilla, and smoke.

It still wasn’t possible.

She was dead.

Dead. Dead.

I threaded my fingers into the Ghost’s hair and tilted her head back. I was cold, calculating, and monstrous. She might be a serial killer, but I could be terrifying too, and it was time she understood that.

My plan had been to exhaust her until she could no longer remain invisible. From the footage, I’d noticed a pattern: every transition between forms took something out of her.

The signs were subtle, but I had figured it out. Her form flickered when she grew tired, and her hands grew unsteady, her aim faltering. Each time she switched forms, I noticed that flickering increase and her aim slightly waver.

It was in the small things. But I was a trained killer with an eye for weakness, and strategy had always been my greatest strength. So I had discovered that if I wore her down enough, I stood a better chance of capturing the Ghost.

Even now, I could feel her trembling beneath my grip, her strength nearly spent.

“You will not win.” I let false malice sharpen my voice. “A snake is still a snake even when it eats plague-ridden rodents.”

“You would know,” she hissed. “Now, if you would get out of my way. You are not my mission tonight.”

My grip tightened in her hair.

She glared, and it was an art form. It was poisonous, far too addictive, and it scorched through me like wildfire.

But it wouldn’t matter, because I was made of stone. I wouldn’t budge.

I hadn’t planned this meticulously for nothing, and I wanted this moment with my ghost.

Her nostrils flared, and her body flickered in and out of existence, yet her neck remained solid beneath my fingers. Confusion widened her eyes, then frustration hardened her features.

I frowned.

Were her powers failing?

Interesting.

I had not seen that in the video.

Her powers exhausted her, yes, but she hadn’t lost the ability to use them.

She gritted her teeth and tried to ghost again. But as she tried, a strand of the hair framing her face turned brown. It was as if the color seeped back into it.

The color was breathtaking: rich, molten caramel threaded with warm chestnut.

The color cut into my soul.

Because I’d only ever known one woman with that particular shade of brown.

But it still couldn’t be her.

Xeniya had died in the restaurant explosion. This vengeful spirit had been trafficked and raped by the Order, just like the blonde we were trying to rescue today.

This was not my Xeniya.

But tell that to my broken, wretched heart. It beat for this woman, coming alive at the sight of her hair.

My fingers brushed the strand as if it were a miracle.

The Ghost followed my movement, her eyes widening and her breathing turning ragged.

“What?” she whispered, staring at the strand. “That’s not possible.”

She drew a shaky breath, and the hand resting against my chest curled as if she wanted to claw my heart out.

And a tear clung to her lashes as the color drained from her face, leaving her pale as moonstone. “What are you doing to me, Severin?”

Her tongue shaped my name into a soft, haunted aria. Beautiful. Heartbreaking. I wanted to hear it again. Because she was so spellbinding, as if she’d cast some impossible enchantment over me.

Then again, I was pretty sure Xeniya had bewitched me with a punch to the face when we were kids. A weird spell, but oh, so effective.

Could this ghost be doing the same thing now?

“Why am I so weak?” she asked herself under her breath, and her knees buckled.

I released her neck to catch her around the waist.

The Ghost was cracking like hardened lava.

When she went limp, I loosened my hold. Which was all she needed.

She twisted her body and drove her elbow into my ribs, harder than I’d thought possible.

I clutched my side on instinct, and she slipped free.

I chuckled. She’d tricked me.

A smile spread across my face. Oh, how I enjoyed a clever woman. They were my favorite kind.

Within moments, she was an arm’s length away. I reached for her, but my fingertips only grazed the leather fabric of her tactical jacket. She glanced back, desperation haunting her face, her chin trembling. Then her powers returned, and she vanished.

“Find the Ghost,” I yelled. “We need to capture her.”

But she was already gone. But at least the blonde was safely in our motorcade, ready to be taken away from the compound.

At least one thing had gone to plan.

And I could hunt the Ghost later.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Neeve Callahan

Age 30

Sometimes, I wanted to kill Xeniya Morozova. Not sure it would ever stick, though.

Because finding an invisible woman in the aftermath of a bloodbath was difficult.

Difficult was an understatement.

It had been four hours since she entered the compound to save the girl, and now bodies littered the ground. Some had been shot in the head; others stabbed. Still more were riddled with bullets from what looked like automatic weapons.

Xeniya hadn’t brought one.

So whatever had happened here wasn't normal.

I sighed, and I checked my tracker. According to the blinking dot, I was standing right on top of her. Either she'd lost the device, or she was invisible. And Xeniya only stayed invisible this long when shit went sideways.

I inhaled slowly. God only knew what I'd find.

After the first failed extraction, we'd insisted Xeniya wear a tracker on every mission. Otherwise, finding her in the aftermath was nearly impossible.

My red hair whipped around my face. I was standing just outside the compound. The wind was violent today. Considering I was trying to rescue Xeniya, it was fitting; the girl oozed violence. It was inserted into her veins like an IV.

Knowing her, she was probably unconscious against the building. It was her thing. She loved to pass out against a wall.

I scattered a handful of salt into the wind.

As it turned out, Furies shared certain weaknesses with the Fae and witches from storybooks. Salt revealed their spirit forms, and iron could trap them.

The crystals drifted down like snow, outlining a body. I scattered more over Xeniya, making her form visible enough to locate. Then I nudged her with my foot.

“Hey, want to come back into the land of the living?” I asked, giving her another gentle nudge.

She moaned but didn’t say anything.

“Come on, Xenny, you need to return to human form, or I can't get you out of here.” I knelt beside her. “Please.”

With another moan and considerable effort, she solidified into her physical form.

I gasped.

She was in terrible shape. Blood dripped from both her mouth and nose. She’d clearly moved between forms too many times, but it was more than that. That was shocking, but it wasn’t why I gasped.

A streak of brown hair framed the left side of her face.

BROWN.

Furies only had white hair, as if death had leached every trace of color from it.

I stroked her cheek. “Are you okay?”

“No,” she croaked. “I failed. The Russians captured her to move her somewhere else. They’re working for the Order.”

Fuck. My throat tightened.

“I’m sorry, Xen.”

A broken sob escaped her lips. “I’m a failure.” Bloody tears streaked down her face.

Fuck.

She hadn’t been this bad in a long time. I didn’t know what to do, so I made a terrible joke. Xeniya had a dark sense of humor, so maybe she would be able to appreciate it.

“I am no Blackwood, but I can be your daddy today, and I take care of you like he used to,” I said with a crooked smile.

“That's…” She coughed, blood staining her lips. “Somewhat funny. But this feels worse than what the Man in Black did to me before he killed me.” A sob caught in her throat. “The girl is going to die now. Damon gave me a month, and he was Aleksandr's enforcer.”

Her eyelids drooped, then closed.

“Don't be so dramatic. We'll get her back, I promise.”

I wasn't sure Xeniya heard me. It didn't matter. Right now, my job was to make her feel better, even if she couldn't believe a word of it. That's what friends were for.

But knew she wouldn’t believe me. I shuddered because these men were dangerous, and she’d mentioned the Man in Black, and what I knew about him frightened me.

He reminded me of the serial killer who'd promised to kill me during my captivity.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight


Xeniya Morozova

Age 24

Eleven Years Ago

“Run, little dove, fly away as far and fast as you can, because when I catch you, I will damage you.”

I wore a loose, diaphanous blue gown that fell to my knees. My feet were bare, and the night frost pebbled my skin. Five men surrounded me as I faced a vast forest.

The Man in Black was back, and as usual, every stitch of clothing he wore was midnight black—boots, pants, gloves. Everything.

He stood behind me, radiating smooth, lethal charm.

“Why?” I asked, turning toward him. “I won’t get away. You’ll never let me get away. So why bother?”

He stepped closer and squeezed my shoulders, his fingers digging into my flesh at my back. With a rough shove, he turned me toward the forest again, and his lips ghosted over my ear. “Evade us for thirty minutes, and I promise no one will fuck you for three weeks straight.”

I sucked in a sharp breath.

“I’ll even give you a ten-minute head start. Whether you use it is up to you.” I could hear the sadistic smile in his voice. “Three, two… one, Little Dove.”

I ran.

I inhaled the scent of pine as I fled, branches and rocks cutting into my bare feet. Sharp and painful. I’d play along for a three-week reprieve. And maybe, if I could avoid them for thirty minutes, tonight wouldn’t end with an assault. Maybe this man just liked the hunt.

My heart ached as I ran because this used to be fun. It used to be exhilarating. It used to end with me being fucked by the love of my life.

Now, it was just torment.

It took every memory of doing this with Severin and melted it to ashes. Distorted the memories and distorted him and that was the worst part.

I didn’t know how long I ran or how long I hid, but surely it had been longer than thirty minutes. At least, it felt that way. Although, according to Einstein’s theory of relativity, time was relative. A minute could feel like days, and a day like a minute.

So who knew? Not that it mattered.

I heard their footsteps close now, and it was only a matter of time before they caught me.

Still, I ran, because why make it easy for them? But it was pointless.

I’d never been faster than a man. I was quick and agile, sure, but they had stronger muscles and wider strides.

One of the men slammed me to the ground, my face scraping against the dirt. The impact knocked all of the air from my lungs, and rough hands flipped me over. I clawed at my attacker, one of the bigger thugs, but he straddled me and pinned my arms down. He shoved my dress up my thighs, exposing my pussy.

Because, of course, I was rarely allowed to wear underwear—unless they liked ripping them off.

The thug licked his lips.

I swallowed. I knew what came next. What always came next.

I pinched my eyes shut and bit my bottom lip. I didn’t like watching it.

“No.” The Man in Black said, and my eyes snapped open. He sauntered up to us, his hands tucked into his pockets. “No touching the product tonight. If you want to fuck her, then you need to rent her. We have a job to do.”

My chest heaved as I stared up at him, studying his face and memorizing every feature for the day I got out of here and came for them all.

I would destroy this man, piece by piece. Slowly.

I vowed it. To the night. To any god who would listen. To all the devils in this world and the next.

One day, I would torment and kill these men.

“Tie her wrists behind her back.”

They flipped me onto my stomach and slammed my head into the ground, giving me a mouthful of dirt. I tried to spit it out as they wrenched my arms behind my back and bound my wrists. Then two men dragged me to my feet. A whimper escaped my lips at the jolt of pain. It felt as though they were trying to pull my arms out of their sockets.

“March, Little Dove.”

Branches and rocks cut into the soles of my feet, leaving them bleeding as the men forced me toward the distant concrete building. My prison. Again.

When we got back, I was strapped tightly to the tilt table in the torture chamber and fastened so tight I couldn’t move an inch.

The room reeked of antiseptic—sharp, surgical, and bitter.

No knives, scalpels, metal devices, or branders. None of the usual instruments they used on me. Just that unnaturally clean, industrial smell.

Dread coiled in my stomach. Somehow, I knew this would be worse than the constant violations.

I felt it in my marrow.

The Man in Black towered above me, his goons flanking him. My ribs felt too tight to hold in my heart as a cool, gloved hand stroked my cheek.

“Don’t worry, Dove. This will be over quickly enough.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Why make me run?”

“Because it was fun.” He smiled, revealing perfect teeth. “Because this is how I choose to spend my rented time… well, his rented time, but no matter.”

He raised a syringe filled with pale yellow liquid.

I jerked against my restraints. Whatever was in that syringe wouldn’t be good. “What are you going to do with that?”

He approached slowly. Painfully slowly. I tried to turn my head away, but his free hand caught my jaw and held it in place.

My nostrils flared, and I whimpered. “No. Please.”

“Open for me, beautiful.”

Instinctively, I clamped my lips shut. He wasn’t putting that stuff in my mouth. I wouldn’t let him.

But he didn’t move toward my mouth. Instead, one of his goons pressed a thumb beneath my left eye.

“No!” I howled, fighting harder, twisting against the restraints and squeezing my eye shut. “No, please.”

“I just follow his orders, Little Dove. If it were me, I wouldn’t do this to you. I like it when you watch.”

The first drop felt like heat, a warmth spreading over my cornea. My eyes slammed shut, but fingers forced them open, and two more drops followed into my left eye before they moved onto my right and repeated the process.

The liquid spread across my eyes before they finally let me blink. I squeezed them shut, desperately trying to force it out. But it didn’t work.

Then the burning came like a sharp dagger to my heart. Liquid fire tearing through the thin surface of my eye. Tears streamed down my face, flowing like the river in the woods outside.

I heard thin and animal-like sounds, and at first I didn’t realize it was me making them. But it was, because the pain was indescribable. Horrid. It bloomed through my face, and the light accosted all of my senses—the brightness unbearable. My vision turned milky, colors smearing together and shapes distorting.

I blinked over and over. Trying to clear the blur—fix it. But it didn’t clear. A soft wail climbed out of my throat. I thought they couldn’t hurt me anymore. I thought I was resilient and strong, and that nothing could affect me anymore.

I was wrong.

So, so wrong.

The Man in Black stroked a finger down my face. Soft and gentle. “We’re done now, Dove.”

I blinked, struggling to focus on his mouth, his eyes, but his features slid away like thick, wet paint running down a canvas. His expression was impossible to read.

Panic welled in my chest.

“You blinded me,” I whispered.

“Yes, Dove.” He pressed a soft kiss to my lips. “Yes, Dove.”

I whimpered.

The room had become a watercolor painting without detail—only color and blur.

“Why?” I sobbed.

“Because they don’t want you to see their faces, and now they won’t have to wear masks.”

“Just kill me, please. End this.”

He kissed my forehead. “One day, I will. I promise. But for now, they want you like this.”

The colors shifted. The movement was clear, the blackness seeping from my vision, leaving an unbearably bright white. The Man in Black had moved away, leaving me strapped to the table, agony still burning in my broken, useless eyes.

They left me like that—alone and untouched—for minutes, maybe hours, maybe days. It was impossible to tell. My focus never returned, all edges and details disappearing completely.

I saw color and shapes, and that was all I would ever see again in this haunting life.

They left me strapped there, sobbing, wailing, and broken.

But he kept his promise.

No one fucked me for more than three weeks.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


Xeniya Morozova

Age 24

Eleven Years Ago

Blackwood didn’t come for me. I’d grown accustomed to his comfort after my worst traumas. But he hadn’t come, and my three-week reprieve from rape and torture was over.

The Man in Black had taken my sight and given me three weeks of peace in return.

It would never have been a fair trade.

Even if he’d given me forever without rape, it wouldn’t have been a fair trade.

But he didn’t, and it was only three weeks…. Which were over.

And as if on cue, the guards came back for me, telling me that another Lethe was on his way to rent me.

Fuck me and discard me.

But I didn’t care anymore. I sat on my cot, knees drawn to my chest, my chin resting on them.

My eyes were open, but all I saw was a haze of color shifting across the wall like an interpretive dance. I could tell the monitors were on from the motion. They used to show me my family—used to keep me in line.

Now they were nothing but melting colors, flickering like fire.

I tried to convince myself I could still make it out of here alive. That I would hunt every last one of them down.

But that was a foolish dream. I was never getting out of here, and I would never be able to hunt these men down.

They had broken me too completely for that.

In the blink of an eye, my life had changed forever.

Dr. Gemma Hayes had examined my eyes after the Man in Black left. She’d told me I might regain some vision, but permanent blindness was more likely.

All because sad little men didn’t want to wear masks.

I despised them with every fiber of my being.

For three weeks, I’d imagined in exquisite detail torturing and killing them. Because even though I knew I would never make it out of here, imagining their demise made me feel something.

It helped.

I braced myself for my next torment as the Lethe who rented me stood on the other side of the door. His footfalls were strong and his gait long.

So he was tall and powerful. Lovely.

The door rattled open, but I didn’t turn. My attention remained fixed on the monitors—the wall of melting colors.

“Mon petit lapin, what’s happened to you?” Blackwood’s voice rolled through the room like thunder.

Black swept across my blurred vision, swallowing the other colors, and I jolted as warm hands cupped my face.

He tipped my chin up and sucked in an audible breath.

My fingers curled into his suit for support while he examined my face, turning it gently from side to side.

The black spot in front of me swayed, and a spark of cobalt blue invaded the sea of ink.

“What have they done to you?” Horror threaded through his whiskey-smooth voice.

Without my sight, I noticed more about his presence than ever before. A hint of honey beneath the bergamot and chai tea. The tenor of his voice. The rough calluses against my soft cheeks.

Blackwood seemed to notice my vacant stare. Maybe he waved a finger in front of my eyes. Maybe he saw the damage to my corneas. I had no idea how he knew, but he did.

“They blinded you,” he breathed. “Who? I’m going to kill them.”

Such a Severin thing to say. Maybe he would bring me all of their heads. Severin loved to cut off the heads of men who harmed me.

I swallowed hard.

I wished I’d spent more time with my eyes closed when I was with Severin, memorizing everything about him without relying on sight.

Maybe then I’d know if this was him.

He felt so much like Severin it made me sick.

“I don’t know.” My voice was hoarse from all the screaming.

I hadn’t taken any of this well.

“Oh, Xeniya⁠—”

I froze, every muscle turning to granite. “You can’t say that name.”

The Order would punish me more severely than ever if anyone spoke my real name, even someone else.

Their rules were absolute. I was one of the Forgotten.

I had no name. We were supposed to be forgotten. That was the point.

I had no name.

I had a code name: Calliope.

I’d learned from Dr. Hayes that all of the Forgotten were called by one of the nine Muses in Greek Mythology. It always made me wonder if eight other girls were out there right now, being held too.

And what happened when we died?

Would there be a new Calliope?

Probably. Kill one of us off, abduct another, and assign her the same name. Probably all within a week.

Sick bastards.

“Xeniya,” Blackwood whispered into my hair. “I’ve come for you. It’s all going to be okay now.”

I winced. The Order would probably schedule back-to-back marathon days for that.

“I am Calliope. Please, they’ll hurt me worse,” I sobbed, my voice breaking against his suit jacket. “Please.”

“No one is ever going to hurt you again.” He kissed my forehead. “I rented you for a year, and I will find a way to keep you forever after that. I promise.”

His thumb traced my cheek, then followed the line of my jaw to my chin. He tipped my face up and pressed a soft kiss to my lips.

“You’re going to be safe now, I promise. I’ll make it so.”

I didn't know how to react. Could I even believe escape was possible?

Were his sweet words all lies?

Was this true?

If they were true, what did that mean? Would he free me only to become worse than my other tormentors? Or would he be my salvation?

My safe haven?

I flattened my hands on his chest and closed my eyes, feeling his heartbeat. Then my fingers spider-crawled from his pectorals to his collarbone, tracing every contour of his body, then moving up the thick column of his neck and along his sharp jaw.

I felt the rough shadow of his stubble under my fingertips.

When I reached his cheeks, I encountered cold, hard metal—his black mask. I curled my fingers underneath it and tore it from his face.

I dropped it, and it clinked against the concrete.

Blackwood drew a sharp breath as my fingers moved over his newly exposed face, letting me see him through touch for the first time.

He was beautiful. Sharp cheekbones, a defined jaw, and the faint roughness of five-o'clock shadow.

I wished I could have seen him with my eyes. But that would never happen now. I would never be able to see this man, and even that thought gutted me.

I know I was supposed to be strong and resilient, and push through, but I wasn’t.

I was devastated.

When I opened my eyes, I was met with his beautiful blue gaze. Of course I couldn’t see it. But I could see the color. My vision was a watercolor painting of azure, mixing with cream. The man was a pale white—like pale, pale. Russian pale.

“Kiss me again,” I whispered, afraid I'd miss his mouth if I tried to find it myself.

He did, and when we were finished, he scooped me up in his arms and slowly, confidently walked me out of my prison cell and into the backseat of a car.

After several car rides and two flights, we arrived at my new home.

It smelled of pinewood and fresh snow.

He had kept his promise… for now.
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Chapter Thirty


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Present

My head pounded like an anvil. Unrelenting and tight. Each throb pulsed like the sound waves at a club. You know those speakers that light up with every drumbeat?

It was beautiful in a club.

Intoxicating.

In my bed?

I wanted to die.

My throat was dry, my voice scratchy, like I’d spent seven hours screaming and dancing at a club.

But again, without any of the fun.

Every muscle in my body ached.

My consciousness was a whisper. I was awake, but barely.

I had no idea how many hours had passed since Neeve had rescued me.

But I did know was that someone was slapping my face and tapping my cheek, begging me to wake up.

“Wake up. He’s here,” Neeve said through clenched teeth, her voice hushed but urgent.

She splashed water on my face, and I blinked repeatedly.

“What the fuck?” I croaked.

Then she pressed a hot washcloth to my forehead and rubbed some kind of cream onto my collarbone.

An icy sensation spread through my chest, followed by the unmistakable scent of menthol, mint, and pine.

“What are you doing?” I hissed. “This is not fucking helping my headache.”

“Severin is here, and he wants to see you.” Neeve ran a makeup sponge over my cheeks before shoving my red wig onto my head. “I told him you have a terrible case of the flu and that he should come back. He insisted on seeing you, trying to be charming, I’d assume.”

She fussed the wig until I looked like I’d been bedridden for days.

“Your fucking white hair.”

“How many days has it been?” I groaned.

“Three and a half,” Neeve answered.

Neeve pulled out my freckle pen and tapped my face repeatedly until I looked believable as an Irish ginger.

“Now, act sickly. Shouldn’t be hard, considering.”

“Fuck you.”

Neeve crossed to the door and opened it, letting Severin in.

He wore a perfectly pressed black suit. He walked slowly to the chair beside my bed, pulled it out, and sat down.

“Don’t be too long, Severin. She needs as much rest as she can get.”

Neeve clicked the door shut behind her, leaving us alone.

Silence settled between us. I never really knew what to say to him. As Xeniya or as Keira. I’d learned to be more gregarious and engaging with all my fake personalities, but the core of me remained the same.

The silent observer.

The girl who never knew what to say, so she simply said nothing at all.

The girl with a resting murder face.

My heart jumped into my throat.

What if he knew? What if he’d come to see me today just to confirm that I was weak and recovering from ghosting?

Severin was brilliant.

He’d figured out my main weakness from watching just one video.

Getting anything past him was nearly impossible; he’d stared me straight in the eyes and studied every curve of my face and body.

My ghost form looked different from Keira, but was it different enough?

I swallowed hard.

I didn’t fucking know. But I was going to act normal. Because nothing was wrong.

Right?

Right?

No, you hadn’t just pinned me to a wall, threatened me, and stolen the Forgotten girl from me.

Nope, all was normal.

So, so fucking, normal, Xeniya.

“You look terrible,” he said slowly.

My eyebrows drew together. I attempted a laugh, but it came out soft and broken. “Just what a girl likes to hear.”

He pressed his lips together, apparently realizing his mistake. “I mean, you’re always beautiful.”

“Doubtful.”

“Actually, even looking like a sickly mess.” He rested a gentle hand on my head. “You’re burning up.”

“Yeah.” My voice was weak. “I feel like someone took a hammer to my head. Or better yet, a screwdriver and violently twisted it around.”

“Quite the visual.”

I smiled, but even that sent a sharp pain through my head. I winced. “I have a talent with words.”

I truly didn’t.

“Why are you here, Severin?” I asked, my voice still raw.

“You weren’t answering your phone. I was worried.”

“What a good fiancé you are,” I teased. “Or do you need my skill set?”

He leaned back in his chair. “Both.”

“Ah, always pragmatic. Utilitarian, even.”

He shrugged. “I run the Bratva. If I weren’t utilitarian, I wouldn’t be good at my job.”

“Sure.” The judgment in my voice was unmistakable, and he definitely caught it.

He raised one eyebrow, and I had to remind myself that I hated him and was furious with him, but he thought I was just a hired hand who happened to be sick. Someone he might fuck one day.

A sharp pain ripped through my head, and my hand shot to my forehead as I groaned.

God, this always fucking sucked.

It was why I planned my attacks on the Lethe months, sometimes years, in advance. To minimize these side effects.

Minimize my exposure to my weaknesses.

But I’d been forced to remain invisible for hours, waiting for the Bratva to leave the compound. I even tried walking as far as I could manage… which turned out to be just outside, against the wall.

But, hey, a girl tried.

It had been horribly draining.

Staying invisible wouldn’t have been so terrible if I hadn’t already fought and switched between forms so many times.

The rule was simple. One form alone? Fine. Switching between them? Fucked.

I lowered my hand and caught him staring. He was examining me intently.

Studying me like a lab rat he was about to send through a maze.

Did he know?

A pained breath escaped me. If he did, he clearly wasn’t going to say anything about it now.

He’d continue to study me—run his little experiments. Test me at every turn.

And I would run mine, too. I just needed to be faster and better than him.

“What is it you need from me?” I asked, my voice breaking from the strain.

“No, take your time to recover,” he said, sliding his hands into his pockets. “I can show you what I need done after the charity gala next week.”

Fuck, was that already so soon?

A massive event held at his club, where the who’s who of New York society and Hollywood would smooze through speeches and pretend to be good people by donating a pittance of their estates to charity.

And of course, I was now the fiancée of one of New York City’s most sought-after billionaires. Who cared if he was the head of the mafia?

The rich certainly didn’t.

“Alright,” I breathed, my eyelids growing heavy.

I struggled to keep them open, trying to focus on what Severin was saying, but another wave of exhaustion dragged me under.

My muscles went slack, and darkness reached into my mind, sinking its claws into my consciousness and ripping it away.
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Chapter Thirty-One


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Present

My blood was on fire, and I wanted to kill Severin Volkov.

I had started to think he knew nothing about the Order or the missing girls. I was beginning to trust him.

But Severin Volkov was a master manipulator and a cruel liar.

They’d taken the girl, moved her, and now my likelihood of finding her before she was murdered was dismally low.

Now that I was truly awake and able to think, it was clear to me that Severin had planned everything. He’d seen the video of me rescuing Neeve.

Seen my weaknesses and found a way to exploit them.

He knew changing forms too many times would wear me down. So he came up with a plan that would force me to switch between them.

Then something even stranger happened: my abilities started to malfunction. A strand of my hair changed color, and it still hadn’t turned back.

I wasn’t ready for that level of attack, and so I lost the girl and the likelihood of finding her again was almost nonexistent.

I’d been one of the longest-held Forgotten in history. Three years was unheard of. Most girls lasted a year, tops. They either found a way to kill themselves, died accidentally at the hands of a Lethe, or were murdered deliberately.

Some of the biggest donors just wanted to kill the girls.

Others procured girls specifically to become victims of serial killers.

Lazy serial killers, if you ask me. At least do the work of hunting them yourselves.

The Man in Black was a lazy killer.

Well, he did far worse than that, too.

I mean, he’d partially blinded me and then killed me a year later after Blackwood returned me to my prison cell.

But I was getting close to discovering the Man in Black’s identity, but I still hadn’t quite figured it out.

But soon.

Oh, was I going to enjoy killing him!

Because I was not a lazy serial killer. I was a serial killer’s nightmare.

And unfortunately, I was very much in my serial killer personality right now. Fury pulsed through my bones, and the smallest thing could set me off.

And because the universe liked to play sick little jokes on me, I was forced to attend a charity gala on Severin’s arm at his club.

In fairness, it had been two weeks since the failed rescue.

I’d been unconscious for four days—not counting my conversation with Severin.

The only good part about tonight, though, was that Vesper, the incredible singer, was gracing the stage again. And once again, Callum was essentially drooling over her.

Or at least the mafia equivalent, which meant glaring at the stage like he wanted to devour her or kill her. Which option appealed to him more wasn’t entirely clear.

With mafia men, it was impossible to tell.

The other good thing about tonight was that I looked stunning.

A black velvet dress clung to my curves and swept the floor. It was a white-tie affair—apparently royalty was in attendance—so I wore long white gloves and a diamond choker that complemented my diamond hairpiece.

I was the perfect arm candy for a charming billionaire.

We’d walked in together, but as usual at these events, he’d disappeared to conduct man business.

A.K.A. smoking cigars, pretending to make deals, and discussing either Bratva affairs or other billionaire business, and leaving me to the sharks wearing couture.

The ballroom was built on a facade of rotten charm. Everyone in here was either using someone or being used. And every one in the room loved gossip and drama.

Chief among them was Alina Orlova, who apparently hadn’t learned a single lesson from the garden party.

She was coming straight for me, but I had literally zero interest in speaking with her. So I pivoted on my heel and disappeared into the crowd, where I found my fucking fiancé flirting with one of the most famous actresses in Hollywood.

I probably couldn’t threaten to pluck out her eyeballs, right?

But I didn’t really have to. Severin stood apart from her, his hands locked in his pockets and a scowl on his face.

Not humoring her one bit.

And while I knew this was an arrangement, a fake engagement at best, rage still tore through my bones.

Because fuck her for smiling at my man.

Because he had been my man since I was twenty—honestly, since I was eight years old—despite everything, and no woman would ever touch him again.

I would fucking cut their hands off.

It didn’t matter if I fucked him, married him, or killed him. He was mine to do with as I pleased, and I didn’t give one flying fuck what he wanted.

It was about what I wanted.

And I wanted to rip this woman’s skin from her face.

Nope.

No.

Nope, Xeniya. You’re letting your Fury take over. Calm yourself. Take a deep fucking breath. You cannot kill a Hollywood starlet for simply smiling at your man.

I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath. Then another. And another.

It didn’t fucking work.

Fury still poured through my veins. And perhaps it shouldn’t have been because Severin was being the perfect gentleman. The perfect fiancé. He hadn’t even smiled back at her, and he was only in that group because he wanted to make a deal with her oil-tycoon brother.

I knew all of it.

And yet, it still made my blood boil, and I was fucking losing my mind.

I never should have gone with this plan. Never should have let Severin get close to me or speak to me.

I should have kidnapped him, gagged him, tortured him, and killed him. Then infiltrated his computers and found another head of the hydra. Because the Order was a hydra, and every compound I took out, every head I cut off, five more sprang up.

Because men were horrible.

Absolutely awful. And every time I wanted to lighten up and give them more credit, another story about men harming women would come out. Like the fraternity group chats or private islands full of pedophiles.

The stories never ceased, and women were never safe.

Severin was no different.

He was a villain just like all the rest.

He was the perfect actor. That charming. That clever. That fucking attractive.

He was every girl’s dream, the kind that turned into a nightmare.

He was my nightmare.

And I had lowered my armor. Let him slip through the cracks of my fortress, only for him to prove why no man could ever be trusted.

He’d kidnapped the girl and moved her to another Order compound.

I gritted my teeth and let out a low growl, opening my eyes to see Severin still talking to that fucking actress.

Yep, I was going to kill her too.

“Xenny,” a charming voice whispered in my ear, and I nearly jolted out of my skin. “You look like you’re going to explode.”

“I very well might.” I sucked in a breath through my nose and turned to glare at Kaz.

Kaz leaned against the cocktail table, a glass of vodka in hand. He looked like a Greek statue with a feline grin. Attractive but mischievous.

“I think I might kill a Hollywood starlet tonight.” I gripped the table too hard. “I, uh, am not controlling my Fury rage very well right now.”

“I see that,” he said softly, turning so I couldn’t see Severin and the actress anymore. “Why do you think I came over? Perhaps we could retire to somewhere more private?”

“Are you an eighteenth-century gentleman now?” I laughed, letting him defuse the moment as much as he could and escort me out of the ballroom.

“Why, yes. I’ve been borrowing your sister’s romance novels.”

“Why?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Research, darling.” Kaz smiled. “I am always doing research.”

“More like stalking.”

“If one of us is a stalker, then it is definitely Nika.” He held the door to a private office open. “The girl is obsessed with me.”

“Then maybe stop fucking her and she will leave you alone,” I said, walking in past him.

“I’ve never fucked your sister, and I never will.” His voice dropped a full octave, and I turned around to stare at him.

What?

That couldn’t be correct. They had to have been fucking for fifteen years now.

“What do you mean you’ve never fucked my sister?” I shook my head, not understanding.

“I mean, I’ve never fucked your sister.”

“But you and her…” My face scrunched. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s complicated, Xen,” he breathed, running a hand through his hair. “She betrayed me, okay, and I have never and will never be able to forgive her. Let’s drop it. Besides, this isn’t about her and me. It’s about your jealousy.”

At the word “jealousy,” my Fury rage flared back to life. It was a supernatural anger, and it was hard to tame.

I looked at Kaz sideways. “You’ve done an excellent job at distracting me, until you brought it up again.”

“I didn’t mean to distract you that well.”

I nodded and sighed, taking in the office. It had to be Severin’s.

I cracked my neck, anger still bubbling deep within my belly. “Want to break a few things with me?”

I crossed to a bookshelf and grabbed a glass figurine, hurling it to the floor.

Shattering it.

It felt good.

I was like that shattered glass. Every piece of me falling to the floor, separating. Breaking.

Kaz smiled. “Oh, yes.”

Kaz tossed a statue to the ground beside him, and I smiled.

And so, together, we destroyed Severin’s office.

I paced, trying to burn off some energy. Hard to do when supernatural Fury was rushing through your veins.

Threw books, metal objects, and glass from the shelves.

It was kind of helping.

Yeah, breaking stuff helped. And it certainly didn’t hurt that everything I was destroying belonged to Severin.

That knowledge fed my soul—until the door swung open and the man in question entered.

Another glass object was already in my hand, raised over my head, ready to fly.

“No,” he said sternly. “Do not throw that.” He turned to Kaz, who was now leaning against the desk with his hands in his pockets. “What the fuck are you doing in here?”

“Helping, obviously.” Kaz shrugged, a wicked smile on his face.

“You’re helping my fiancée destroy my office?”

“Better than fucking your fiancée in your office, but you’d know a thing about that, wouldn’t you?”

“What does that even mean, Kaz?” Severin shook his head. “You know what, never mind. Just get out.”

Kaz shrugged again and strolled out of the room. “Have fun with that,” he called behind him, but I wasn’t sure if the comment was meant for Severin or me.

Severin turned his attention to me, and I was still holding the glass object. He glared at me.

“Don’t do it, Keira.”

Yeah, no. I was being like a stubborn cat, refusing to listen to its owner, but I didn’t care. I ignored him and threw it anyway, a wicked smile crawling across my face.

I stomped over to a bookshelf and grabbed what was probably a priceless vase.

Holding it above my head, I lifted an eyebrow. Try to stop me.

Severin rushed toward me and caught the vase just as I released it. He set it down before grabbing my arms.

Pinning them above my head against the bookshelf.

Tension mixed with rage pulsed between us. Mostly my rage, but he wasn’t exactly thrilled that I’d destroyed his stuff.

Although he was doing a much better job of containing himself.

“Keira,” he said slowly. “What are you doing?”

I pressed my lips together and glared into his azure eyes. Those fucking beautiful eyes.

Eyes that made every girl’s panties drop. Including mine.

“I thought that was pretty obvious.”

He cleared his throat, clearly fighting the urge to roll his eyes. “Let me rephrase. Why are you tearing apart my office with Kaz?”

“Ah, so it is your office.”

“Yes.”

“Because I wanted to,” I finally answered.

He inhaled slowly, trying to be patient. “Why?”

I shrugged.

“Are you jealous?”

“No,” I snapped. “No, I… uh, I don’t fucking know.”

“But you’re angry?”

As if summoned by his words, my anger churned in my stomach again. This fucking Fury rage was hard to truly diffuse.

“You’re possessive and don’t want anyone else to touch me.” It wasn’t a question. He stated it as fact.

“Obviously,” I said through gritted teeth.

“And so you decided to destroy my office?”

“Decided would be giving me too much credit. I saw you flirting, and this is what happened. I’m a redheaded Irish girl with a fiery temper. What else did you expect?”

He shrugged this time and released my wrists.

“I am unmoored,” I said, more to myself than to him. “And I am falling apart.”

He cupped my face and stared into my Fury, meeting it with a dark calmness.

Tension licked at my core as I glared into his liquid-blue eyes. Molten and filled with secrets and danger.

His thumb trailed over my lower lip, and that was it. I’d had enough of the unfulfilled tension and heated stares.

That was it.

I closed the distance between us and captured his lips in a violent kiss. It was too good.

He was too good.

I bit his lip and deepened the kiss. I was lust sculpted from fury. Untamed fire and need. And this man would give me what I wanted.

To use him.

To abuse him.

Treat him the way so many men had treated me.

I didn’t care anymore.

I just fucking wanted.

But he didn’t seem to mind. He met my fire with a storm of his own.

If I was a wildfire, he was a hurricane, and we were going to destroy each other and everything around us.

My legs wrapped around his waist, and the velvet of my dress rolled up all the way to my hips.

Severin growled, deep in his chest, and walked me over to the desk, knocking papers, stationery items, and a lamp off.

We were all hands and temper and lust.

He ground his hard cock into my core, and I whimpered. It wasn’t enough. This wasn’t enough.

My hands curled around his belt, tugging at it and his pants. My every coherent thought dissolved into pure uncontained need.

I needed his cock filling me. I needed him to fuck me like an animal.

I shoved his boxers down and wrapped my fist around his cock, stroking him once, then again.

A low sound rumbled from his chest. His calloused hand closed around mine, moving it away as his other hand tore my lace thong in half.

All the while, our lips were still devouring each other.

He positioned his cock at my entrance and thrust into me. Hard. Unrelenting.

I moaned and bit his lip again, blood bursting against my tongue.

My fingernails dug into his ass as he pounded into me, his rhythm fast and unrelenting. Just as I needed it to be.

“Oh yes,” I screamed, my head falling back as he increased his pace.

As he moved faster, I braced my palms against the desk for support.

“Let me see more of my naughty girl.” His voice was sex and sin.

He pulled down my strapless dress and bra, freeing my breasts as they bounced with each thrust.

He palmed one and bit the other.

“Oh, fuck.” I leaned back on my elbows, letting him ravage me.

His hands drew my dress down even further, bunching all of the fabric at my waist as his hands stroked over the smooth skin beneath my breasts.

Smooth skin, because I no longer had his name scarred into my skin.

Because death had stolen everything from me.

My muscles tensed at his touch, and he released my nipple from between his teeth, stilling inside of me before he leaned back so he could catch my eyes.

“I’m okay.” I shook my head. “Please, don’t stop. Please.” My words were a breathy plea.

He took me in for one more minute before he seemed to let it go and return to what he was doing. He pulled all the way out and thrust hard and deep inside of me.

My head fell back again. “Yes, Moy—” I clamped my lips shut to keep myself from speaking Russian.

But, fuck. That was close.

He continued his pace, and I moaned. “Harder. Oh god, harder.”

Always a good listener—and lover—he did as asked, and I fell apart completely.

My walls clenched around his cock as the orgasm crashed through me. I screamed, and he let out a roar as he came, his hot seed filling me.

His head fell against my breasts as I panted, my chest rising and falling with each breath, and his breaths warmed the skin.

One hand slid up my waist, and he cupped the breast he was still using as a pillow.

I didn’t dare say a word. I didn’t know what the fuck to say.

Sorry, I got so angry I fucked you? Thank you for the consensual orgasm? I haven’t truly had one of those since the last time you fucked me. Let’s do it again?

No. I absolutely couldn’t say any of that.

That would be foolish.

But I didn’t need to say anything. He stood, cupped the back of my neck, drew me toward him, and brought his lips to mine.

He kissed me slowly. Sensually. Wonderfully. And it seemed to go on for ages.

It was a kiss of devotion. The kind of kiss you only gave someone you loved.

And that was when confusion spiked through me, followed by horror the moment he opened his mouth and spoke.

“Xeniya?” he breathed against my lips. “My Xeniya.”

Every muscle in my body went rigid. Every tissue froze. Sinew by sinew turning into rock-hard ice.

Because he’d just called me by my name.

My fucking name. Did he know? Was the way I fucked that obvious?

What. The. Fuck?

The name snapped me back into reality.

I shoved against his chest, his cock still inside me. I needed him out. I needed him to get away from me.

“Get off of me,” I seethed.

He pulled out and quickly tucked his dick back into his pants.

My chest heaved as I pulled up my bra and dress, tucking everything back into place while glaring at him.

“Every woman loves to be called by someone else’s name.”

The color drained from his face as he realized what he’d done.

I gulped, shoved him aside, and jumped off the desk, cum dripping down my leg.

But I didn’t fucking care.

I pulled my dress over my hips and smoothed it down to the floor.

Rolling my shoulders back, I held my head high and stormed toward the exit.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why… I’m so sorry, Keira.” Severin’s words followed me out of the room.

But it wasn’t the name that scared me.

Well, it was.

But it was the kiss. The fucking.

The fear that curled around my rib cage like a snake.

I was no longer objective. I could no longer do what needed to be done.

End the Order.

And kill Severin Volkov.

I gulped. This wasn’t okay.

I swallowed hard. I needed to get rid of the temptation and do what I should have done from the beginning.

Kidnap him and end his fucking existence.

It was time to get rid of him because if I didn’t do it now, I never would.

I would finally get rid of him the way he got rid of me.
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Chapter Thirty-Two


Xeniya Morozova

Age 22

Thirteen Years Ago

Viktor Volkov had entrusted me with a secret mission—so secret he’d made me promise not to tell Severin.

Which was nearly impossible.

I told Severin everything. He was my rock and had been for two years. We didn’t keep anything from each other.

But this task was vitally important, so I agreed to keep it from my boyfriend this one time.

Fifteen years ago, Viktor and his father—the former Pakhan—had outlawed human trafficking within the Russian mafia. For years, it seemed like all the members of the Bratva abided by this law.

Until now.

Viktor was convinced a high-ranking Bratva boss was trafficking women, and he needed someone with my skill set to hack into the man in question’s systems and monitor his men.

So I did.

Unfortunately, for me, the man in question was the Pakhan himself, Aleksandr—Viktor’s brother and Severin’s father.

So what I was doing wasn’t just dangerous; it was treason.

If he found out, I would be killed.

But there were piles and piles of evidence: secret deals, money changing hands, women disappearing. All connected to something called the Order.

I had no idea what Viktor would do once he had the information. Throw a coup?

No idea. But it wasn’t for me to judge or care. He paid me to do a job, and I did it. And now I was slipping through the Volkov mansion to find Viktor and deliver my findings. Preferably without anyone seeing me.

My stealth had been going splendidly until I heard two men arguing somewhere deep in the residential quarters.

Two voices I knew.

Severin and his father.

I crept down the hall, careful to avoid the creaking floorboards of the old Gilded Age mansion.

As I moved, the voices got louder. I peered through a cracked door. It was an antechamber between the main hallway and a suite of rooms that belonged to Severin’s father.

I didn’t dare sneak in further. I had to listen from here.

The voices were faint, but I could make out a lot of what they were saying.

“I don’t care about her,” Severin said harshly. “I’ve never cared about her.”

“Then you won’t mind⁠—”

Aleksandr spoke in such a low register that it was incredibly difficult to hear him, and half of what he said was completely inaudible.

“I won’t do it,” Severin said. Aleksandr's response was lost.

Their muffled exchange sounded like a conversation between the Peanuts parents.

“You will.” Aleksandr's voice faded again, swallowed by the distance.

My heart pounded in my ears. I chewed on my bottom lip.

A crash sounded, followed by a muffled curse word.

“I don’t care,” Severin snapped, suddenly loud enough for every word to carry through the wall and down the corridor. “Just get rid of her.”

Aleksandr replied too quietly for me to catch.

“And don’t fucking tell me how you do it,” Severin yelled.

My stomach dropped. Who were they talking about?

It couldn’t be me.

Severin and his father had plenty of Bratva business that I wasn't allowed to know about. This could be anyone.

Aleksandr spoke again. His words were indistinct, but the threat in his tone was unmistakable.

“Why would I fucking care what you do with her?” Severin asked. “I haven’t loved her and I never will. She’s a fucking⁠—”

The rest was inaudible. I stifled a curse and edged closer, trying to hear more, but entering the antechamber was out of the question. If I got caught in there, I would have no excuse.

And if I got caught, I would have Viktor’s evidence on me. Which was not good at all.

From the hallway, at least, I could claim I was on my way to see Viktor. That was absolutely true, though admitting it would cause different problems.

“You will do it…” Aleksandr snapped. “Or I will… and I’ll make it the worst… you’ll wish she…”

I caught only fragments of his threat.

But it was a threat. It was laced with so much darkness and cruelty that fear began to coil in my stomach.

More heated words followed, mostly indistinct. Then their voices rose, and something in their movement told me they were heading my way.

“You have one week,” Aleksandr said.

Fuck.

I couldn’t stay here.

I backed away from the doorway and walked down the hall as though I hadn't heard a thing, and at the end of the corridor, I turned right.

Just as Severin and Aleksandr emerged into the main hallway.

But I was fairly certain neither had seen me before I’d made the turn.

I quickened my pace and just when I thought I'd put enough distance between us, a door on my left flew open, and someone yanked me inside.

Severin seized my wrist and shoved me against the wall opposite the door, his other hand closing around my throat.

The impact knocked all the wind out of me, and for a moment I could only struggle to catch my breath.

Severin’s face was flushed, and his veins bulged out at his temples. His fingers dug painfully into my wrist, though the hand at my throat had a much lighter touch.

I’d never seen him this angry—this unmoored.

He was losing control.

“Why the fuck are you here?” he snarled.

“I… I…” I stammered.

“Why?”

His grip tightened around both my neck and my wrists.

“You’re hurting me, Severin,” I whispered. “And you’re scaring me.”

His throat worked, and he released me and stepped back, horror flashing across his face.

“You need to get out and never come back.” Malice dripped from his words like blood from a butcher’s knife.

“What?” I braced my hands against the wall behind me, the molding digging into my palms.

“Get the fuck out. I never want to see you again.”

“Severin?” My voice broke. “What are you saying?”

“I don’t want to be with you anymore. In fact, I want nothing to do with you.” He turned away, paced to the opposite wall, and drove his fist into it. “I don’t love you and I never will. You were fun while it lasted. A good fuck. But now I’m going to marry an Irish mafia princess who will be everything you’re not.”

My heart was made of glass, and he'd just exploded, shattering into a million pieces.

“You are no longer valuable to me, Xeniya Morozova.”

A sob ripped from my lips. Every muscle, every tendon, every cell in my body ached. It felt like I was slowly dying one cell at a time, one atom at a time.

Piece by piece, until nothing remained.

Deep down, I knew Severin was a whore. Changeable. Fickle. Disloyal.

Because why would he ever want to keep me?

A moderately attractive brunette who hated to talk unless it was about computers or missions. A girl with a resting murder face.

Deep down, I knew he wouldn’t want to keep me. That one day he would get bored of me and get rid of me.

Just like he had said.

We were never meant to be.

But I'd forgotten those fears. Because he had made me believe that he loved me. He'd made me believe that I was his sun and he orbited around me. He made me believe he loved me and would do everything in his power to stay with me forever.

He made me believe I was truly his and he was mine.

But it was all a lie, and I should’ve known better.

I wiped away my tears with the back of my hand and walked out into the upstairs hall.

Not a word. Not even a glance in his direction. He'd made himself clear, and I would never beg. Never grovel at a stupid man's feet.

If he didn’t want me.

Fine.

I was no longer valuable to him. Well, he would never have the chance to be valuable to me again.

As I reached the grand staircase leading to the main hall and entryway, I heard heavy footfalls behind me.

“Xeniya, wait,” Severin called after me, his voice rough. “Wait, I was⁠—”

I whirled around. “I don’t care, Severin Volkov. Stay far, far away from me. I never want to see you again either.”

As it turned out, I never would. Not alive, at least. I refused to look back at him. And with my head held high, I gripped the banister and descended the staircase, leaving the grand house behind.

When the grand door clicked shut behind me, I pulled out my phone and texted Severin's uncle, Viktor Volkov.

Me:


I had to leave, but I found what you wanted.




Meet me at the Orpheus.
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Chapter Thirty-Three


Severin Volkov

Age 36

Present

Iran a hand through my hair. I was a fucking idiot.

No woman wanted to be called by another woman’s name.

The door on my dry bar creaked as I pulled out the bottle of my best whiskey. From my mini freezer housed in the cabinet beneath the bar, I pulled out a square ice cube and placed it into my glass. The ice made a satisfying popping sound as I poured in the golden liquid.

When I finished preparing my drink, I sank into my office chair.

Because fuck.

I’d messed up.

The problem was, fucking Keira had felt like fucking Xeniya. Lord knew I’d fucked Xeniya angrily enough in college. The girl was stubborn, and I might have been a little, too.

It had felt exactly the same. Which was to say, some of the best sex of my life. Honestly, any sex with Xeniya had been extraordinary, but angry sex… that was something else.

Sex with Keira was like a long-lost memory—like coming home.

And it made me fucking hate myself because I’d promised Xeniya I’d never touch another woman.

It didn’t matter that she was dead.

I’d kept that promise for thirteen years.

Until tonight.

Thirteen years, and I’d ruined it in one foolish moment.

I hated myself for breaking my promise. Hated that I wanted to fuck Keira again and hated that I’d hurt her by calling her another woman’s name.

In summary, I had majorly fucked up.

With a huff, I opened my desk drawer and pulled out my laptop. Time for the ritual again: watching the love of my life die.

I needed to watch Xeniya’s death to remind myself that Keira wasn’t Xeniya, no matter how much they echoed one another.

Besides, I knew Keira wasn’t Xeniya, because she had no scars. Her skin was pristine. I’d intentionally pulled her dress down to check.

And nothing.

She couldn’t be Xeniya. But I still had to watch the death video as a penance for my crime of fucking another woman.

I opened the laptop and pulled up the video, my finger hovering over the play button.

But right as I was going to press play, a sharp sting bit into my arm.

I jerked back and slapped a hand over the spot as though I’d been stung by a bee. But nothing. No bug. No needle. Nothing that could have pierced my skin like that.

The air shifted beside me.

No sound. Just a presence.

My blood went cold.

The Ghost was here with me.

She appeared first as a flicker, then as something solid. I sucked in a deep breath. She was just as striking as the first time I’d seen her face up close. Elegant, furious, and frozen in time. Long waves of white hair spilled down her chest, and her purple-green gaze dug into mine.

My eyelids grew heavy, and I blinked a couple of times as the drug was pulling me toward oblivion.

Would I ever wake up again?

Hard to know when the woman standing over me was a ruthless serial killer who, for some reason, had decided to target me.

My eyelids drooped, and I tried to fight the sleep, but it was a fruitless battle. Not even I could fight a tranquilizer, and blackness seeped across my vision like ink spilling over a marble table.

And then I passed out, and there was nothing.

I surfaced sometime later, barely conscious, and something tugged at my wrists, followed by the rough scrape of rope against my skin.

She was tying me to something.

I didn’t know what, but that hardly mattered. I kept my eyes closed and tensed my arms, twisting my wrists to create a little extra room beneath the ropes.

If she believed I was still unconscious, she wouldn’t know I’d given myself enough slack to work with later.

I’d managed it, but then my consciousness slipped away again.

A heaviness settled in my bones as I slowly surfaced. Pain split through my head. Rough and sharp. The drugs were not being kind to my poor head.

I tried to rub my temples, but my wrists met resistance. Rope. Closing my eyes, I drew in a slow breath because calming myself had always helped with pain.

Without sight, I could focus more on her movements.

Her soft, gentle hands stroked my wrist before slipping beneath the cuff of my pressed shirt and rolling up my sleeve.

She sucked in an audible breath and went still, her fingers trembling against the cotton.

A low sound escaped her lips. I couldn’t interpret it, but she was clearly examining the tattoo on my left arm.

The Willow Tree.

After a long moment, she moved to my right arm and repeated the process. The moment she saw that side, she whimpered.

Interesting.

I kept my eyes closed and my breathing steady, maintaining the illusion of unconsciousness.

Her fingers lifted from my skin, and I sensed her moving away before returning. She paused beside me, and I swallowed hard.

Trying to predict what this woman might do next was impossible.

She was unhinged.

But, honestly, that was what I liked about her.

Then pain bloomed along my left arm. A white-hot sting that traveled across my skin, the pressure pulling it apart. My muscles tightened involuntarily, but I kept my eyes closed and breathed through my nose.

She was carving into me.

Letters, from the feel of it. I kept my breathing steady and focused on each letter. Reading it. After the third letter, I gritted my teeth against the pain and opened my eyes. My gaze settled on her face.

Whatever she was carving could wait. I wanted to watch her.

Besides, I could feel the letters taking shape.

They weren’t difficult to recognize.

With my right hand, I tested the ropes. Just as I’d expected, I could slip my wrists free and stop her whenever I wanted. But I didn’t want to.

I wanted to see what she would do, and if that meant enduring a little pain, so be it.

Not that it mattered.

This was only a flesh wound; it would scar, but then I was a masterpiece of scars already, and allowing her to continue would tell me far more.

It was better to get to know my opponent than show all my cards too early.

Her attention flashed toward me, and the moment our gazes met, something inside me unraveled. Those pools of metallic purple mixed with an emerald green were hauntingly familiar.

They burned into me, carving the word not only into my arm but into my soul.

Traitor.

That was the moment I knew it deep down inside me—deep down in my soul.

That we had known each other.

This wasn’t a random attack. It was a love letter that had been burned, ripped apart, and thrown into the trash, only to be gathered up piece by piece and stitched back together.

This was personal.

“Why am I a traitor, Ghost?” I asked, my voice as raw as the wound she’d carved into my arm.
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Chapter Thirty-Four


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Firelight danced across his face. It was warm and beautiful, and I was mesmerized, but it was getting late.

I turned my wrist and checked my watch.

I’d hit him with a fast-acting intramuscular tranquilizer dart, which was only supposed to keep him sedated for thirty minutes to an hour, but apparently, Severin wanted to sleep. We were already pushing an hour and a half.

Originally, I’d planned to take him to my torture chamber and kill him there. But if I wanted to do it quickly, get it over with, and move on with my life, bringing the torture to him seemed like a better idea.

So I’d attacked him in his own office, tied him up there, and prepared to interrogate him.

Then I would end him.

We were in his ornate Edwardian-style office, surrounded by a large, heavy wooden desk, an intricately carved fireplace, dark wallpaper, and gilded carvings. Of course, every detail was extravagant and over-the-top.

I’d tied him to his office chair. It was as elaborate as the room, with its high back, tufted green leather, and baroque dark-wood carvings.

Severin’s breathing remained steady, which was the telltale sign of unconsciousness.

Why not wake him with a little pain?

I crossed to the lit fireplace and retrieved the carving knife I’d placed there earlier. The tip glowed red. Ready to cut and cauterize. Perfect for a little branding.

Slowly, I rolled up his sleeves, exposing the tattoos covering his arms.

Young Severin had no tattoos on his arms, but this version was completely covered.

I froze when I exposed his left arm. A willow tree covered nearly the entire length, its roots stretching across the back of his hand and its branches curling toward his elbow.

My breath caught.

A willow.

The roots were pronounced, and beside one were the words: carved deep into my soul.

Words I’d once spoken to him.

My eyes ached, and my face tightened as I fought to hold back the emotions threatening to spill out.

I didn’t understand.

How could he have given me to the Order and then tattooed my nickname onto his arm? How could he have told his father to get rid of me and then done this?

Moya Iva.

My Willow.

I clawed at my forehead because none of it made any fucking sense.

Everything I knew about him tangled with the lies, the confusion, and the hard, cold facts.

He was a whore.

He’d fucked Keira easily enough earlier tonight. I still felt the soreness between my legs.

He gave me to the Order.

He kidnapped the girl I was trying to rescue.

But then he also raised his brother’s daughter and taught her math.

He was gentle with Keira.

He inked a willow onto his arm.

It all stirred together like paint on a canvas, each color contaminating the others until the entire thing turned a dark, ugly brown.

A whimper slipped from my lips as I dragged my gaze from his left arm to his right. A snake coiled across it, forming something like an ouroboros, except the design was actually an infinity symbol, with more snakes winding around it in an intricate pattern.

Acid flooded my heart.

It reminded me of something, but I couldn’t place it. It felt like something I’d seen before, though not quite the same.

Blackwood?

No.

Maybe?

I shook my head. No, it wasn’t right, but it was very, very close.

It didn’t matter. None of this mattered.

My nostrils flared as I tightened my grip on the knife until my knuckles turned white. I bit my bottom lip and began carving into the willow-tree tattoo. I would ruin it just as he had ruined my heart.

Three letters, and not a single reaction from him.

TRA…

Then his eyes flashed open and locked onto mine. He didn’t glance down. No, he didn’t look at the blood, the letters, or even his surroundings. His attention remained solely fixed on my face.

I swallowed, trying to ignore it. I’d only carved three letters, and four more remained.

The “I” came next, followed by “T,” “O,” and finally “R.”

All the while, his gaze burned into me, hurting me more than I was hurting him.

In fact, he didn’t seem bothered one bit.

Not even a grimace. Almost as though he were immune to pain.

And while he refused to look at the word I’d carved into his skin, I did. Seven capital letters stared back at me.

TRAITOR.

I sat on the edge of his desk, hooked my feet around the armrests of his chair, and dragged Severin closer. Once his legs were beneath the desk, I planted my feet on either side of his thighs and glared down at him.

He never broke eye contact. “Why am I a traitor, Ghost?”

“Traitor, Lethe, Order member—they’re all the same, really.” My voice took on a singsong quality.

“Hmm.” He made the sound but offered nothing more.

Which might have driven me crazier than if he’d actually said something.

“You took my girl.”

“Yes.”

That was it. No explanation. Nothing.

“Where is she?” I snapped.

“I don’t really want to talk about her,” he said calmly, far too collected for a man tied to a chair.

“Well, I do,” I seethed. “Where is she?”

Nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing. Because Severin had always loved being in control, even while kidnapped and tied to a chair. Even after I’d carved the word traitor into his fucking arm.

“Where is she?” I pressed the knife against his neck.

He laughed. Actually fucking laughed. “Better question: who are you?”

My nostrils flared. “I will kill you.”

“Will you?” He raised an eyebrow.

“I’ve killed hundreds of men.”

“Yes, I know. I watched you kill at least thirty to rescue Neeve.”

“So you know I am deadly.”

“Immensely. But the question I have is: why didn’t you kill any of the men to rescue Delilah?” he asked, looking unbearably smug.

Was that her name?

“All alive except the ones you killed to keep her safe and the one who tried to kill Nika. Curious, isn’t it?” He wiggled his brows. “Why would a revenge killer save a Russian mafia member?”

I swallowed.

“Huh?”

“It seemed fun at the time.”

“Sure it did.”

I pressed the blade harder into his neck, pricking the skin, and a bead of blood trickled down.

“Why am I a traitor, Ghost?” he asked. “Do I know you?”

Yes.

But my lips remained sealed. I swallowed the truth because it was more dangerous than any lie I could ever tell. So silence stretched between us until I reached for the one truth I could say aloud.

“You betrayed your girlfriend.”

“Delilah?” Confusion crossed his face.

“No, Xeniya,” I snarled.

He sucked in an audible breath. “Xeniya?”

His confusion deepened, and those cerulean-blue eyes darkened, and his fingers tightened around the armrests.

“I would never betray Xeniya,” he said through gritted teeth.

“You sold her to the Order.”

“I loved her more than anything I’ve ever known. I’ve been obsessed with her since I was nine, and I will be obsessed with her until the day I die.”

My chin trembled. I didn’t want to hear another word. Nothing he said was true because every word from his mouth was a beautiful lie.

“You sold her to a trafficking cult to be raped and murdered,” I snarled.

“No,” he breathed. “She died in an explosion at the Orpheus restaurant with my Uncle Viktor. She died, and I never got to take it all back.”

“All?” I asked, trying to keep him talking.

“I’d hurt her. I tried to break up with her by telling her that I never wanted her. I forced her to leave to protect her. But it didn’t matter. She went to a restaurant with my uncle and was killed by the Caruso family in an explosion, and I never got to take it all back—to explain.”

“None of that is true.” I pressed the blade harder against his throat.

“All of it is true. I have the video evidence. She exploded, and we found her DNA to prove it.” His eyes flicked toward the laptop, still open on his desk, its screen dark from inactivity. “Press play if you don’t believe me.”

“No.” I shook my head, my voice wavering.

His throat bobbed. “Press play. I was about to watch it again.”

My chin quivered, my teeth chattering with the movement. I reached across the desk, turned the laptop toward me, and pressed Enter. The screen flickered to life, revealing a video waiting to be played.

For a moment, I looked back at Severin.

He nodded. “Do it. I’m not lying.”

I pressed Enter again, and the video began playing without sound.

Viktor Volkov and I sat together at the Orpheus, a fancy restaurant he owned. I slipped a USB stick from my pocket and slid it across the table to him. Although there was no sound, I remembered exactly what I’d said. “I found this. You were right. Members of the Russian mafia are involved in human trafficking again. Something called the Order.”

No one watching could have heard those words, and the angle made reading my lips impossible. The camera caught me mostly in profile.

Viktor nodded. “As I thought.”

A flash of light exploded between us, tearing the table into pieces and spreading out, ripping through everything it touched. Human flesh turned into red mist in a moment. The camera shook and then went black.

It all happened in a moment.

When the video came back on, all that remained was destruction and a sea of crimson.

I pressed Enter again, pausing the video, and turned back to Severin.

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “She died in that explosion.”

I shook my head. This video wasn’t the truth. Obviously, I knew it wasn’t, but everything about his demeanor suggested he believed it.

I rubbed the back of my neck, studying him, then I pulled his laptop into my lap.

Lowering the knife from his throat, I opened the video’s metadata and poked around. Hmm. Interesting. Nothing immediately suggested the footage had been altered, and it looked authentic. But it couldn’t be.

Fascinating. I wanted to look into how it was possible to create such a convincing fake. Because it was excellent. If I didn’t know exactly what happened that day, I would have believed it too.

I cracked my neck, closed the laptop, and set it aside.

“The video isn’t real,” I said, returning the knife to his throat. “Xeniya was sold to the Order, blinded by a psychopath so she couldn’t see any of their faces, and raped for three years before a serial killer murdered her.”

“That’s not true.”

“It is.”

“It can’t be.” His voice cracked, and the sound broke something inside me. “That can’t be true. The video…”

“It’s a really good fake,” I hissed. Then my voice softened. “The video is fake. I promise you, it’s fake.”

“No.”

Silence stormed between us. He wanted to refuse to believe me, but something deep inside him seemed to recognize the truth. Or at least consider it.

“How do you know that happened to her?” he asked, barely loud enough for me to hear.

“I just do.”

His brow furrowed as he stared into my eyes, searching for something I couldn’t give him. His face fell. Devastation seemed to hollow him out. Utter, complete, unrelenting devastation.

He was a destroyed man.

I rubbed my chest over my heart. If he believed everything he was telling me, then it changed everything.

Because if Severin was telling the truth, my family most likely had nothing to do with the Order either. Whoever created that footage would have needed to fool my father, and that was a massive undertaking. Before tonight, I would have said no one else in the New York Bratva had the skill set to make this video.

Except Damon existed, and he might be a better hacker than me, and I didn’t say that lightly.

I bit my bottom lip. Fuck. If all of this was true, Severin might not have given me to the Order. What if he’d spent the last thirteen years believing I was dead?

Could it be possible?

Even remotely?

“This can’t be true.” A sob tore from his chest. “Because if it is, I failed her so completely. If it’s true…”

His voice trailed off. Then his eyes snapped back to mine, and he looked at me again. Really looked at me, as though seeing me for the first time.

And I knew.

My throat worked.

Because he knew. He finally saw me.

“Kill me,” he whispered, leaning so far into the knife that I had to pull it away from his neck. “Kill me, Moy Oduvanchik.”

I froze.

My Dandelion.

Every muscle in my body turned to hard, impenetrable diamond. Knowing he recognized me was one thing. Hearing him say it aloud was something else entirely.

I returned the knife to his throat once more. “I will kill you.”

He shook his head sadly. “No, you won’t. You can’t kill me.”

My jaw tightened. “I will.”

“No,” he whispered.

Suddenly, his hands cupped my cheeks, and a shiver ran through me as a surge of energy flooded my body. Somehow, he’d broken free of his restraints, and I had no idea when he’d managed it.

Had he been free this whole time?

“Did you let me carve you?” My voice broke.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

My grip loosened, and the knife slipped from my fingers, clattering against the wooden floor.

A thud that echoed inside my heart.

He surged to his feet, gripped the back of my hair hard, and pinned me against the desk.

The movement sent a rush of his scent toward me. Cedar and sin tonight, beneath the familiar hints of bergamot and coffee. My throat was dry and burning, but other parts of me certainly weren’t. Are. You. Fucking. Kidding. Me. Body? Now is NOT the time to get horny for him.

Especially since you just fucked him only hours ago.

But that was the thing about my body. She was always a fucking traitor, and she would always want this man in any lifetime, in any world, in any version of him.

Including when he was the devil in human flesh, when he was sin made manifest.

Severin Volkov would always be my devil.

A shiver crawled up my spine.

He looked ready to devour me, and unfortunately, desire stirred in my stomach too, the heat rushing through me, overwhelming and powerful.

It was ripping me apart, and so were all the other overwhelming things I was feeling.

I was volcanic rock, hardened on the outside. Crusted, black, unyielding. But now the surface was beginning to crack, and beneath it, molten lava still burned. Beneath my hurt and pain, my heart still sang to him.

It still wanted him.

Severin’s grip tightened in my hair as he pulled me closer. I expected anger, but what I saw was something far, far worse.

Hunger. A desperation unlike anything I’d ever seen.

Then his mouth was on mine, his tongue tangling with my own in a heartbroken kiss, thirteen years of pent-up sorrow pouring into that single moment.

It was different from the rage-fueled fucking earlier.

That was fury.

This was desperation. Heartbreak. Longing. An endless yearning that could never be satisfied.

As he clutched my face, his blood dripped from the wound on his arm onto my collarbone.

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

The world stilled.

For a moment, time itself seemed to freeze as I let him kiss me with the desperation of a thousand men.

He held me firmly against him, the coppery scent of his blood mingling with the closeness between us.

It was both a comfort and a horror. Because what the fuck was happening? And why was I letting it? I couldn’t let this continue.

This kiss was everything I’d wanted for thirteen years, but it was also a broken echo of what we could have been without an ocean of betrayal between us.

But then… had he betrayed me?

If what he said was true, then everything I believed was a lie.

EVERYTHING.

And if he’d only just learned about the Order and what happened to me, then who was Blackwood? Who had I turned to in my greatest moment of need?

I had been convinced Blackwood was Severin because I had needed him to be.

My world was tilting on its axis, and instead of trying to make sense of it, I let Severin Volkov—the man I’d once loved—keep kissing me.

I wanted this so badly. I wanted to devour him, hold him, and keep him forever.

But it had to stop. I couldn’t do this. Any of this.

Fuck.

It had to stop.

I pushed him away, and before he could catch me or pull me back, I disappeared into my void form.

Invisible once again.

I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Xeniya, no. Please don’t go.”

Tears streaked down my cheeks as I walked through the wall and fled as fast as I could, running from my confusion and the truth I already knew deep in my heart.

But I didn’t get far—only to the other side of the wall—before I broke down, because Severin Volkov wasn’t an Order member, and he hadn’t betrayed me.

But did any of it matter?
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Chapter Thirty-Five


Xeniya Morozova

Age 35

Irested my head against the wall outside Severin’s office, my hands trembling. I didn’t know what to believe anymore, only that I couldn’t handle any of it. I needed time and space to figure it all out.

My phone vibrated in my purse, and I pulled it out to glance at the screen. Somehow, I’d expected Severin to have magically gotten my number. I expected him to beg me to come back.

And if he did ask, I might just drop everything and run to him.

But it wasn’t him.

Nope.

It was Damon again. Because fucking of course it was.

Damon:


Hello, Xeniya, my Little Rabbit. Are you having fun?




I sucked in a breath. The typing indicator flickered. He was still writing, so I waited.

Damon:


Miss me?




I rolled my eyes and took the bait.

Me:


Damon, how can I miss you when I don’t know who you are?




Damon:


I am hurt. It doesn’t matter what form you take. I will always know you and find you.




My heart stumbled, then raced. I will always know you and find you. The words repeated in my head, sending a prickle across my skin. Every cell in my body seemed poised to run.

Damon:


Oh, you know who I am. You know me very well.




Me:


Because you rented me?




Damon:


Ding, ding, ding. Give the girl a prize. I am saddened you didn’t solve my anagram yet.




The gilded wall molding dug into my back as I stared at the messages. Anagram? I needed to rearrange the letters in his name. Damon Bayswim Locke.

But I was terrible with words. I was a computer scientist, not a writer or an English teacher, and I’d only gotten as far as: My name is, when my phone buzzed again.

Damon:


You once told me you loved me. I am disappointed in you.




My phone slipped from my fingers and crashed onto the marble floor. My heart twisted, as though someone had hooked their fingers around it and squeezed until there was nothing left. Killing me slowly.

I stood trembling, frozen in place.

The letters spelled: My name is Blackwood. But I didn’t need to finish rearranging them to know that.

Blackwood.

The man who’d been tormenting me for the last month was Blackwood.

My Blackwood. The man I’d once thought of as my safe haven.

Damon:


And you’re with him again. Tell him you’re mine, Little Rabbit.




My breath came in short, frantic bursts.

Severin’s office door was flung open, and I turned slowly toward him, unsure what form I was in until I saw his expression. He could see me.

I glanced down at my hands. My ghost form. Translucent.

His nostrils flared as he approached and picked up my phone. He started to hand it back, but his gaze caught on the last gray message on the screen. His eyes moved across the words.

Reading.

Fuck.

A muscle ticked in my jaw as his gaze rose to mine, his expression unreadable. I couldn’t tell what he felt or thought, but the way he looked at me burned, and I squirmed beneath his scrutiny, waiting for him to speak.

I felt naked; every inch of me felt painfully exposed.

“You loved someone else?” he whispered, his voice raw.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Well, fuck.
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