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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Alexei Vanin stood over the body of what had once been his father. It wasn’t, anymore, it was just a body. A pile of dead matter. That had been what Father had taught him as a young man, when Alexei had been introduced to the darker side of the family business. 
 
    “You do not need to fear the dead,” Father had told him. “They’re nothing. It shouldn’t bother you any more than a table or a chair.” 
 
    It was so odd, to look down at something that had once been full of life. That had been the center of Alexei’s world since the moment he was born. His father wasn’t there anymore. This was just… a shade. 
 
    Mother stood beside him. She was carrying on as a proper bratva wife should, dignified and no great show of tears and emotion. He had no doubt that she would be crying, in the privacy of her bedroom. Father was a good man and a good husband—Alexei had cried as well, when he’d gotten time alone after hearing the news. 
 
    But it wasn’t proper to show it at a funeral. 
 
    Everyone was very solemn. There were rumors that Father had been murdered, which Alexei could understand. He had died rather suddenly. It was why he had an open casket funeral. He wanted everyone to see the lack of bullet holes, the fact that there were no signs of poisoning. 
 
    Sometimes a heart attack was just a heart attack. 
 
    Now everybody would see that it had been natural causes, and all would be well. Everyone in the family tended to get nervous when a bratva leader died. The shift of power from one head to another, the heir taking over, was always a little uneasy. But if people suspected foul play, that someone had tried to make a grab for the throne or was trying to weaken the family, it would be all that much harder for Alexei to secure his own leadership as the new head. 
 
    All the lieutenants and heads of their allied families walked up to the coffin, showing their respect and giving their condolences. Alexei knew that a lot of the time, this sort of thing was for show. Everyone would secretly be glad that the head was gone, and scheming to take advantage of the temporary power vacuum. 
 
    But he was lucky. He’d had a father who was a good man and a good leader. A man with propriety, or at least the odd sort of propriety that worked for their darker world. A man who did good business and kept with traditions, a man with class and honor. When people came up to give condolences, Alexei could see the genuine respect in their eyes. 
 
    “You will have large shoes to fill,” Mother noted quietly as people finished filing past. 
 
    It had never been clearer to Alexei than in that moment just how large those shoes were. He was in charge now. It was his job to make sure that respect stayed in the eyes of those men. That their feelings of camaraderie and appreciation transferred from Father to Alexei. 
 
    “I understand, Mother,” he replied, just as quiet. 
 
    Mother nodded, just the once. “We should proceed.” 
 
    The rest of the funeral wasn’t a blur, exactly. More like… he was floating through it all, not truly connecting. His heart wasn’t in it. His father was gone, and he didn’t want to think about it anymore than he had to. All his life he’d had his father to guide him and support him and now that was all gone. The weight of the entire family was on him now. 
 
    Mother noticed, because of course she did. Her pregnancies had been long and complicated, and Alexei knew of at least one sibling he’d had who had been stillborn. Alexei knew that was why she focused so much on him, was so protective of him—her only child. The only heir. 
 
    He’d used to dislike it when he was younger, but now he appreciated it. He needed someone he could rely on, someone he could just be Alexei with instead of Boss Vanin. 
 
    “You handled that all very well,” she told him when they finally got home. 
 
    It was probably expected that he be out drinking with everyone else in celebration of his father’s full life. But Alexei couldn’t bring himself to celebrate. Not just yet. 
 
    “I just tried to do what would make Father happy,” Alexei replied. 
 
    Mother went straight to the kitchen. She had always insisted on continuing to do things herself, even as her husband rose to power and prominence in Russia’s underworld. “I think that you succeeded.” 
 
    She got down ingredients for coffee, as if reading Alexei’s mind and knowing that he wasn’t in the mood for alcohol tonight. “He had faith in you, Sasha. He knew you would do well.” 
 
    “I don’t feel ready,” Alexei confessed, sitting down at the kitchen table. He stared at his hands, hands that now—metaphorically—held an empire in their hands. “I feel like I still had too much to learn from him. I thought I still had time.” 
 
    “We always think that we have more time. Time to be healthier, time to find love, time to apologize…” Mother shrugged, brewing the coffee. “It’s the way of the world. But you have always underestimated yourself, Alexei. You will be able to handle this.” 
 
    Alexei accepted the mug of coffee she handed to him, breathing in the familiar, comforting scent. “I need to go to the states.” 
 
    Mother hummed in acknowledgment. Alexei knew what that meant—she had a thought but didn’t want to say it out loud. “What is it?” 
 
    “Some might view that as running away.” 
 
    “I have to strengthen our position with our cousins across the ocean. If we’re not strong with them then that’s half of our shipping gone. They’ll be nervous now that a new person is in charge.” 
 
    “Why don’t you strengthen your position here and go later?” Mother suggested. 
 
    “If I don’t act quickly, it could get out of hand. They’re far away, I need to go in person, let them see that I have it all under control, establish myself.” 
 
    “I admire that, I do. I just don’t want you to lose your position here while you’re gone. Things are different in the states. We’re more set in our ways here.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can handle myself,” Alexei assured her, sipping his coffee. Father had sent him on missions like this all the time. Not on this scale, sure, but the method was the same. He could even pretend, perhaps, that he was being sent by Father, that he was still only the heir instead of the head. 
 
    Mother placed her hand on his head, smiling at him fondly. His mother had always been a beautiful woman, even now that she was older, with her pale gold hair and deep blue eyes—eyes she’d passed onto her son. She still held onto that dignity that Father had always said drew him to her. 
 
    “Would you like me to look after things while you’re gone?” she asked, teasing. 
 
    Alexei took her hand, smiling. “I would like you to keep an eye on the accounts for me. But I trust Nikolai and Ivanovich. They’re good men, loyal to my father.” 
 
    “I have always thought so,” Mother replied, squeezing his hand and then slipping away to get herself her own cup of coffee. 
 
    Alexei thought he heard a trace of… something, in his mother’s voice. He might even call it bitterness. 
 
    But the moment was gone before he could think on it too much. Mother turned to him, smiling mischievously. “Don’t go getting into too much trouble while you’re away, that’s all I ask.” 
 
    Alexei chuckled. “What kind of trouble?” 
 
    “You never know what you might run into over there. You might even finally find yourself a girl, at last.” 
 
    Alexei grimaced. He knew it was important for him to marry. He was twenty-nine, and most of his contemporaries had been married for a few years by now. And since he was in charge and needed an heir, it was more important than ever. 
 
    But he had yet to find a woman who’d held his attention, and he doubted he’d find one in the United States, either. “I’m sure I’m in no danger of that, Mother.” 
 
    Mother just smiled knowingly and shrugged. “Whatever you say, Sasha.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    First. Second. Third. Fourth. Fifth. 
 
    First. Second. Third. Fourth. Fifth. 
 
    Janet Wong breathed in and out deeply, to the rhythm of the barre exercises. 
 
    It was late—the other girls were all asleep, or out partying. But she hadn’t gotten to where she was by sitting on her laurels. She still practiced every night on top of the practices and rehearsals they had throughout the day. 
 
    The exercises were as easy as sleepwalking by now, but Janet didn’t let her mind wander. The basics, her teachers had always taught her. The basics are the foundation on which you build your art. If you cannot do the basics, then there’s no point in trying to do anything else. 
 
    That was especially important now—now that auditions were coming up. 
 
    Ferris had announced her intention to direct Swan Lake, and rumor had it that if she found a good enough dancer, she’d let them play both the white and the black swan. Janet knew she was one of the best in the troupe but she was only one. There were other dancers that were just as good as she was. 
 
    Now she had to be better. She had to stand out beyond a shadow of a doubt. She’d always loved Swan Lake and this role was the iconic, the ultimate, for any ballerina. 
 
    “I should have known you would be here.” 
 
    Janet turned to see Sofia, one of the other dancers, standing in the doorway. 
 
    “You know it’s almost midnight, right?” Sofia pointed out, walking in. “You need sleep.” 
 
    “I need to be perfect,” Janet replied. Dance was all she had—all she had worked for, what her parents had put in a lot of sacrifices for. Without that, what was she? 
 
    Sofia leaned against the barre, watching as Janet started her jetés. “You’re not going to get any better than you were yesterday by staying up.” 
 
    “I did this every day, you know,” Janet replied. 
 
    “I know, I’ve seen you. And everyone knows how hard you work.” Sofia took her arm before Janet could go into another jump. “C’mon, let’s go to bed.” 
 
    Janet held in her sigh. She knew that she wasn’t going to get anywhere with Sofia. The other woman was Russian, and had trained in Moscow. If she was telling Janet it was time to quit, then it was probably time. 
 
    “You should go out,” Sofia noted as Janet gathered her things. 
 
    “I don’t like bars.” 
 
    “I know you don’t, I just meant out in general. Do something other than dance. Dance is important but it’s not your whole life, you need balance. Who knows, you might actually make friends. Even a boyfriend, but let’s not get too crazy.” 
 
    Janet rolled her eyes fondly. “I have friends, I have you guys.” 
 
    “I meant friends outside of the troupe, Janet.” 
 
    She knew what her friend meant. But she didn’t see the problem. If she liked dance, if that was what she cared about, then why did she have to try and find anything else? Her life wasn’t empty or unsatisfied. 
 
    Sofia gave her a look out of the corner of her eye, as if she was reading Janet’s mind but choosing not to say anything. “I’ll see you tomorrow for the auditions.” 
 
    “All right. Sleep well.” 
 
    “You too. And actually sleep, don’t try and turn your apartment into a barre room.” 
 
    The dancers all had small apartments and usually shared—Janet was rooming with Vicky. Even if she’d wanted to do that, Vicky would strangle her with the straps of her leotard for waking her up in the middle of the night. 
 
    Janet let herself into her apartment quietly. In the stillness and the darkness, she could see her side of the room, and then Vicky’s. Vicky had pictures all over her wall, and twinkle lights strung like garlands, and little decorations. 
 
    Her side of the room had a couple pictures of her parents, and her with the other girls in the barre room or after a performance, and a poster of Misty Copeland. 
 
    Not exactly warm and inviting. 
 
    All right, so maybe Sofia had a point about this ‘all dance no play’ thing. 
 
    But what else could fill her life? Everything she’d worked up for had been dance. There hadn’t been room for anything else, not for the Chinese daughter of two immigrants. She’d had to be better than the best to get anywhere. 
 
    She’d audition for Swan Lake. That was her goal. And after that… she’d think about what Sofia had said. But she had time to figure out the other ways she could fill her life besides dance. 
 
    She still had time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Alexei wasn’t fond of the United States. Sometimes he felt like he was the only one who wasn’t seduced by the ‘new’ feeling of it, by the glitz and glamor. He much preferred his homeland, even with all of its faults. 
 
    But it was necessary, and fine for a trip. He always appreciated seeing the local art productions, if nothing else, and the museums. And there was less of a chance that he’d get stabbed in the back—literally—like he might if he went to Italy or Japan. 
 
    There was plenty to do here in the States. Father had alliances with several families, including the Sokolovs and the Mikhailovs. It had been, way back in the day, that the families in new countries reported back directly to their bosses back in the motherland, but it wasn’t that way anymore. Now it was alliances, families working together on either side of the Atlantic. 
 
    It made things easier and more complicated at the same time. Which seemed to be how everything in the world worked, if you asked Alexei. On the one hand, he didn’t have to spend time monitoring everyone across an ocean. But on the other hand, he had to play nice and respect that the families in the States were just as powerful as his own, or he could lose their alliances and find himself limited in his operations. 
 
    He was staying at the house of Ivan Sokolov, the head of his family, while in the States. Ivan’s driver picked him up at the airport and drove him straight to the house, where he was greeted like an old friend. 
 
    Alexei was a bit excited, although he tried to hide it. Father had sent several trusted men over to America years ago to help with relations and strengthen their positions, including Mikhailov, and he wanted to catch up with them and learn more about what his father had been like in his youth. 
 
    He didn’t want to sound like he was just there to reminisce, though, so he kept it to himself. He was the head of the family now and business had to come first. 
 
    Ivan Sokolov greeted him warmly. They were about the same age, which was a relief. Alexei felt like the youngest by far back in Russia. 
 
    “How was the flight?” Ivan asked, showing him his room and letting Alexei set down his luggage. 
 
    “Ah, fine, I slept for most of it.” 
 
    “If you’re well rested, I have standing tickets to the ballet,” Ivan said. “I was thinking as a proper welcome we could go, and meet some of the other families that attend. It’ll be a good social setting to introduce you.” 
 
    “Sure.” Alexei had grown up with an appreciation for ballet. It was practically a requirement for being Russian. He doubted that anyone would be as good as the Bolshoi but, still, it would be fun. 
 
    “They’re debuting Swan Lake,” Ivan said, leading Alexei downstairs into the kitchen for dinner. “I hear it’s a new ballerina taking the lead, and she’s playing both the white and the black swan.” 
 
    “A challenging role,” Alexei acknowledged. “And with a newer dancer?” 
 
    “She’s not new, exactly, but this is her first big role as the prima ballerina. I’ve heard good things about her though, and she’s been featured in previous productions.” 
 
    “I hope she’s up to the task, then.” 
 
    Kate, Ivan’s wife, came in with their baby boy in her arms. Alexei shook her hand—he’d heard through the grapevine that Kate was practically the co-leader with Ivan and that he had great respect for her and listened to her advice. Alexei didn’t want to piss her off, and decided he should just treat her the way he would treat Ivan. 
 
    “Congratulations on the baby,” he added, gesturing towards the child. “How old is he?” 
 
    “He’s six months old,” Kate said proudly. “And thank you. We were looking forward to this for ages.” 
 
    “You’ll need to get yourself an heir soon,” Ivan pointed out, sitting down at the head of the table. “I know it feels like we’re back in the 16th century or something, but I can imagine things are even stricter back in Russia.” 
 
    Alexei snorted. “You got that right.” 
 
    “You should check out some of the daughters here,” Kate said. “It would be a good alliance.” 
 
    It was a thought, but Alexei’s family was powerful. Father had worked had to ensure that. He didn’t really need to marry to secure an alliance and he liked to think he’d marry for love, and not for any other reason. If someone needed to marry to secure his place in the underworld then Alexei wasn’t judging him, but it wasn’t what he preferred for himself. He wanted to make it on his own wit and leadership. 
 
    “It’s something to consider,” he replied when he realized that Ivan and Kate were waiting for his response. 
 
    “No pressure,” Ivan added quickly. “You’re going to be hearing that enough from people back home, we don’t want to add to that.” He winked and started to tuck into the food. “Sort out the rest of your business first, then look for a wife. It’s not like you need to worry about losing your business.” 
 
    “An alliance would be wise, though,” Kate pointed out. “Especially to strengthen your ties with those of us on his side of the ocean. But like Ivan said, no pressure. Your business is in a good position, considering the way your father left it.” 
 
    Alexei felt a little burst of pride. His father had left things in a good position, yes. He was glad to inherit something like this, instead of inheriting… well, everyone had heard about the state that the Sokolov business had been in when Ivan had taken it over and turned it around. His father had been running the whole thing into the ground. 
 
    Ivan had done an admirable job with it since, marrying Kate and getting the alliance of her family, one of his lieutenants marrying into the powerful Mikhailov family, and winning a couple key battles in some small turf wars. He was climbing up the ladder, no doubt about it, and Alexei was glad to have him on his side. 
 
    “I’ll see who I meet at the party tomorrow,” Alexei said. Ivan was being kind enough to host a get-together for Alexei to meet all the powerful heads of the families in an informal setting. It was still business, because, well, everything was business in the bratva world, but at least this way it felt a little more relaxed and natural. 
 
    Alexei was honestly nervous—not that he’d ever say as much out loud. He’d attended a lot of parties and so on back in Russia. He knew everyone there. But he had only heard of the men he’d be meeting tomorrow. Making a good impression would be paramount. 
 
    At least he had his father’s reputation to precede him. Hopefully everyone would look at him as a worthy successor and he could get his foot in the door without looking like a complete idiot. 
 
    “The others won’t appreciate it if they think I’m just here to carry off one of their daughters,” he pointed out. “I’d rather have them grow to trust me for my business and then we can discuss a possible alliance later on.” 
 
    “And who knows?” Ivan joked. “You might be lucky enough to find someone to fall in love with.” 
 
    Alexei laughed. Marrying for love wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, but most of the time it was a combination of love and alliance. Ivan and Kate, for instance, had fallen in love but were also a good alliance to have, the joining of their families benefitting both. He’d heard rumors that Ivan’s lieutenant had married into the Mikhailov family for an alliance, but had ended up falling in love with his chosen match. 
 
    It was rare for it to be ‘just’ love. 
 
    “You think it’s funny,” Kate said, “but you’re in a good position. Your business is strong. If you want, you can afford to marry whoever you want. It won’t damage you the way it would some of the smaller families who need all the help they can get.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Alexei admitted. “But I will be honest with you… I have yet to fall in love, and I doubt that it will happen. Especially now. I have too much to focus on with all that’s happened, I don’t need to be distracted by a pretty face.” 
 
    “Now you’re just tempting fate,” Kate told him. “Just watch, you’ll fall in love here.” 
 
    “Are you willing to stake a bet on that?” Alexei replied. 
 
    Ivan chuckled. “I’d be careful about going against her, Alexei, she tends to have the universe on her side.” 
 
    Kate winked. 
 
    “But we’ll leave you alone about it… for now,” Ivan went on. “Let’s talk about the party tomorrow.” 
 
    Alexei straightened up. Yes, the party. The business, the alliances, why he was here. Not for some ridiculous romance that wouldn’t even happen. 
 
    He had to make a good impression. He had to make his father proud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Janet couldn’t quite stop her hands from shaking as she tied her ballet slippers. 
 
    It was opening night. Opening night! 
 
    And she was the lead! 
 
    Sometimes she still couldn’t quite believe it. She’d been happy with her audition, she’d walked away knowing that she’d done her best. But she hadn’t thought that her best would be enough to beat out everyone else. 
 
    “It’s your hard work paying off,” her mother had said when Janet had told her. “We knew you’d get there.” 
 
    Her parents had faith in her, but Janet hadn’t had such faith in herself. Now… she might have to change that. 
 
    She looked up at herself in the mirror—in her own private dressing room. She’d always shared with everyone else and she honestly missed sitting in between Vicky and Sofia, getting herself dolled up for the stage. But at the same time—a private dressing room! As if there was any more proof needed that she’d made it. That she was finally achieving her dreams. 
 
    Oh, she’d been featured before, getting solos in The Nutcracker and Sleeping Beauty and so on. But she’d never been the star, and here she was. Not just the white swan, the doomed princess, but the black swan as well. 
 
    They were the antithesis of one another. The white swan represented innocence, tragedy, love, and loss. The black swan represented temptation, fire, desire, ferocity. She had to perfectly embody both—which also meant being on stage for an insanely long time, barely a pause in between her scenes. 
 
    It was going to be exhausting, but she had never been more excited. If she could pull this off, she’d be setting her career up for life. 
 
    If she could pull it off. 
 
    Janet double-checked her makeup in the mirror. She’d spoken with the director and the costume designer and they’d worked out her makeup so that she could easily transition from the white swan to the black swan and then back again for the ending. Delicate strokes of silver and white with hints of blue framed her face, trailing from the corners of her eyes in a sweep like stardust. 
 
    For the black swan, she had red and black pieces made by the costume designer that Janet would stick onto her face with makeup glue, framing her eyes like a pair of black swan wings, and then black lipstick that she’d wipe off her face when she became the white swan again. 
 
    She was excited for it—had been longing for this for years—she just hoped that she could do the dual role justice. 
 
    There was a soft knock at her door. “Come in!” 
 
    Sofia entered, smiling, with Vicky behind her. “Just wanted to check in on our swan princess,” Vicky said gleefully. 
 
    Sofia took Janet’s hands. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Excited. Terrified. A little afraid I’m still going to wake up.” 
 
    “I’d be concerned if you weren’t a little scared,” Sofia said. “My teachers in Russia always told me that the bad dancer is the one who goes onto stage with nothing to fear. The little bit of fear keeps you on your toes.” 
 
    “Literally,” Vicky noted, holding up her foot and showing off her pointe shoe, which allowed the dancers to get up onto their toes. 
 
    Janet laughed. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Of course I’m right,” Sofia said quietly, firmly. “You’re going to be amazing.” 
 
    “You’re going to have a crap-ton of admirers,” Vicky said, flopping into the spare chair. “Watch out, the bouquets are going to come pouring in.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “Now that you’ve gotten this role…” Sofia smiled softly. “Hopefully you’ll have more time for other things? Like relaxing? Sleeping in a little?” 
 
    “Sleeping in? Relaxing?” Vicky scoffed. “What a shocking concept. I don’t think Janet even knows what those words mean, we’ll have to look them up for her and show her.” 
 
    “Hardy har har,” Janet replied. “That is my hope, yes.” 
 
    She didn’t know about romance or anything like that, but she did hope to be able to do other things. 
 
    “Dance has been your whole life,” Sofia said. “I think that it’s time you found other things to put in your life, too. After all, you won’t be dancing forever.” 
 
    “I know.” Like any career that was based on the physical, there was only so long she could dance before her body just decided it’d had enough. But hopefully that wouldn’t be for a long time to come. Still, best to start cultivating other interests now. And maybe get some balance in her life. 
 
    “She doesn’t have to think about that right now, though,” Vicky said. “You’re on in a few minutes! Break a leg!” 
 
    She and Sofia kissed Janet on her knuckles so that they wouldn’t smudge the makeup on her face, and then she was alone again. 
 
    Janet took a few deep breaths. She finished tying her shoes. 
 
    And she went on stage. 
 
    The music swelled, everyone got into their positions, the curtain lifted… 
 
    And she danced. 
 
    This was what she’d been spending her whole life preparing for, working her ass off for, all those times she’d gotten up early and gone to bed late, skipped out on parties, on spending time with friends. All for this. 
 
    It felt like she was flying, the movements coming naturally after spending hours upon hours practicing them, refining them, following the instructions of her director. She leapt into her partner’s arms, she led the corps of swans, she seduced the prince, she flung herself off the edge and down to land onto the pad hidden behind the constructed cliff. 
 
    It was almost as though she wasn’t even in her body—she was outside of herself, watching, floating—yet at the same time she’d never felt more present, more herself, more alive. 
 
    This was why she danced. 
 
    When she landed on the pad at the end, one of the stagehands helped her up and then the dancer playing the prince, a good guy named Marcos, led her into the wings so that they could then run out onto stage together for the bows. 
 
    “You were amazing!” he whispered, squeezing her hand. 
 
    “So were you!” she replied, squeezing back. “Nate’s in the audience, right?” Nate was Marcos’s boyfriend. 
 
    “Yes! I got him tickets!” 
 
    “My parents too!” She laughed. It was almost like when she was a kid, when the audience was entirely made up of friends and family who’d been roped into coming, watching with big smiles because it was the people they loved on stage, not because the dancing was necessarily the best. 
 
    But her dancing had been good. It had been—she dared to hope—the best. 
 
    They stepped out onto the stage for the applause, and the audience went wild. People were standing, they were standing for her, and she realized with a start that she was crying, her chest heaving as she laughed and cried at the same time. 
 
    She curtsied, and bowed, and curtsied, some flowers ended up at her feet somehow, and then it was all a glorious blur until she was being hugged to death by Vicky and Sofia. 
 
    “You were amazing!” Sofia declared. 
 
    “Fantastic!” Vicky added. 
 
    “Thank you, you guys were fantastic too, that one pirouette, Sofia…” 
 
    “Janet!” 
 
    She turned in time to see her parents hurrying towards her. She burst into tears and hugged them, clinging to them. They were the reason that she was here, although they would probably claim it was all her own hard work if she told them so. But she couldn’t have done it without them encouraging her, helping her practice, supporting her every step of the way. 
 
    “We’re going out to dinner,” Vicky announced. “Your parents, and us, and you. Sofia and I are treating you.” 
 
    “Just let me change,” Janet told them. 
 
    When she got to her dressing room she noticed that there were indeed a few small bouquets waiting for her from people she didn’t recognize. She ignored them. She didn’t need to start a whirlwind romance with some ridiculous guy who thought she was easy just because she was an artist or whatever. 
 
    She hurried out to have a celebratory dinner with her parents and her two best friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Alexei straightened his tie as he headed down the stairs to join the party. This was it. This was the big moment. 
 
    The conversation was lively. Everyone knew each other and was comfortable with one another. It was mostly Russians but thanks to the marriage of Mikhailov’s eldest daughter to the heir of a powerful Yakuza clan, there were some Yakuza there as well. Kate’s Irish family and a few allies of theirs. One or two Italians. 
 
    But still, mostly Russians. 
 
    Alexei entered the room, scanning the crowd. 
 
    The conversation paused. 
 
    The last time he’d been the center of attention like this, it had been at his father’s funeral. He wasn’t sure how much he liked it now, if only because he had so much to prove. But he didn’t let that show. His father had always taught him that all it took was one moment of weakness to send everything they’d worked for crashing down. 
 
    Instead, he smiled lazy, charmingly. He nodded at them all, one by one, acknowledging them, then went over to the drinks table to get himself something. 
 
    He could feel eyes tracking him, but then conversation resumed. Footsteps approached him, and he turned around, letting the smile fade and become more businesslike in his manner. 
 
    It was Mikhailov himself. One of the most powerful men in the bratva. 
 
    “Vanin,” Mikhailov said. Alexei started a little inside. He was used to his father being addressed that way, just by his last name, as if it was a title. 
 
    “Mikhailov.” 
 
    They shook hands. “I’m sorry to hear about your loss,” Mikhailov said. “I understand that it is never easy to lose family. Even when there is strain.” 
 
    Strain? Alexei frowned. “My father and I were quite close.” 
 
    “Ah. I am glad to hear it.” Mikhailov smiled. 
 
    Alexei wanted to ask if there was a reason that he shouldn’t be close with his father, but then another important head of a family came up—Romanov. He wasn’t connected to the former royal family, although he sometimes liked to claim that he was. 
 
    “Vanin!” he said, apparently having already had a few drinks. He clapped Alexei on the shoulder. “It is good to finally meet you. We had all wondered if you would turn out like your old man or not.” 
 
    “He’s been perfectly wonderful,” Kate declared, easing Romanov off of Alexei and giving him her most charming smile. “I think that you’ll find business infinitely easier now that he’s at the helm.” 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? 
 
    Another man came up, this one Alexei’s age. Ivan was behind him, grinning. “Alexei, this is Pavel, my lieutenant.” 
 
     “And my son-in-law,” Mikhailov added. 
 
    Ivan nodded. “Pavel, this is Alexei Vanin, the new head of the Vanin family.” 
 
    Alexei shook his hand. “I’ve heard good things about you. I’ll have to get your advice on choosing lieutenants, I fear my father’s men are all getting on in years and looking forward to their well-earned retirement. I’ll need new men that I can trust. Men with honor.” 
 
     “Of course,” Pavel said agreeably. He seemed like an overall agreeable person. Alexei liked him immediately. 
 
    “Honorable?” Mikhailov started laughing. “Not what I’d thought I’d hear from a Vanin.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, am I missing something?” Alexei asked, seriously confused. 
 
    Everyone looked at each other. Mikhailov sighed in a kind of fatherly way that Alexei recognized his own father used to do, and then he jerked his head towards the room in general. “Come, allow me to introduce you to everyone.” 
 
    Alexei couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling in his stomach. What was going on? Was there some large joke at hand here that he wasn’t aware of? Did his father, did the Vanin family, have a reputation that Alexei hadn’t been aware of? Had someone perhaps spread rumors about his father? 
 
    It was the only thing that he could think of to explain the comments. His father had been a good man. Everyone liked him. Could someone with some kind of grudge have spread false tales? 
 
    But who would even have a grudge? Alexei didn’t know of anyone that his father had angered. 
 
    It was all… disconcerting, to say the least. 
 
    Alexei put on his best face and allowed himself to be introduced to everyone, shaking hands and making compliments. Talk turned to business now and again, but most people were trying to be polite and so asked after Russia, the politics, his mother, the culture, and so on. 
 
    “And how is the ballet?” was another frequent question. 
 
    “Unquestionably the best, as always,” Alexei told them. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” said Natalia, Pavel’s wife. “Swan Lake just debuted here and I’ve heard that the dancer playing the white and the black swan is as good as any at the Bolshoi.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” her father said, laughing. “You only say that because you are stubborn. She is a rebel, this one,” he confided in a lower voice to Alexei. “She will say anything to be contrary.” 
 
    “I’m not contrary without cause,” Natalia replied. “And I think that you ought to go and see her, Father, before you go making judgments. She’s truly astounding.” 
 
    Talk turned to business again, and Alexei assured them all that he would be happy to renegotiate any outdated trade agreements but that none of them had to worry about him charging more or changing policies on them. “I’m not here to redo my father’s work,” he said. “Or to tear it down completely. If things are working well, then I want to keep them working well. If there’s something you’d like me to change, especially if it feels a little old-fashioned, then let me know and we can settle a time to get lunch and meet.” 
 
    By the time the whole thing ended, Alexei felt drained. 
 
    But the question about his father didn’t leave his head. 
 
    “You look like you have had your fill of business talk,” Ivan said, laughing as he walked up. “Were all those old men too exhausting for you? I know they tire me out.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, really, it’s just—some things they said.” Alexei looked Ivan square in the face. “Tell me, are there things about my father that I didn’t know? Is there some story that I’m missing out on? I loved my father, he was a good man, but when I say so, everyone looks at me with what feels like… pity.” 
 
    Ivan frowned sympathetically. “That sounds to me like a more private conversation than what you can have at a party. I did not meet your father. I only know of him through what Kate’s father has told me and what Mikhailov has said of their interactions. You will want to ask one of them if you really want to know. We can set up a time for you to meet.” 
 
    “With Mikhailov,” Alexei decided. It wasn’t that he distrusted Kate’s father, exactly, but the man was Irish. Old racial tensions, especially among the older generations, could run deep. He hated to admit it but he’d trust the word of a fellow Russian about his father before he trusted the word of someone else who might have a grudge based on nationality. 
 
    “Very well. All will be arranged.” Ivan searched Alexei’s face. “You look like a man in need of a distraction. How about we go and see that infamous ballet dancer that spitfire mentioned? Hmm? That will take your mind off things. There is nothing better for the mind and the soul than a good ballet.” 
 
    Alexei almost wanted to laugh at the idea of a bratva, a man who lived a life of violence, condoning the delicate and refined sport of ballet as good for the soul, but he knew what Ivan meant. Sometimes it was good to get out of your own head, to escape the world they lived in, and nothing was better for that than art and music. 
 
    “I have a feeling you won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Ivan winked. “You already know me so well. Come, it’ll be fun.” 
 
    Alexei obligingly changed and got ready, if only to satisfy his host. He didn’t want to offend Ivan by saying no. This might be some kind of test that Ivan had devised for him, a way of seeing if Alexei was the type of person who would be properly polite, who appreciated things like ballet. 
 
    He couldn’t chase his fears from his mind, however. 
 
    Ivan seemed to notice this, because he kept up a stream of polite but easily ignorable chatter as they left. Kate stayed at home with the baby, teasing them that Ivan was replacing her with Alexei. 
 
    They showed their tickets—Ivan had a box and season tickets, so Alexei was able to use the one that Kate normally would have—and made their way up to the balcony floor. 
 
    Just relax, Alexei told himself. Relax, and enjoy yourself for a few hours. He hadn’t done that since Father had died. This would be good for him. 
 
    Alexei struggled to focus as the curtain went up and the overture began to play. He had heard nothing but good things from his father about their cousins overseas. Of course nobody was actually his cousin, or at least not his first cousin, but it was sort of how the American Russians and the Russians viewed one another—still family. 
 
    But the reactions… he knew it was probably nothing. 
 
    And yet, there was no such thing as ‘nothing’ in the bratva. 
 
    Alexei hardly saw the ballet in front of his eyes as he thought about it. Was there more to the story of his father’s life than he had known? Was there some rivalry or schism he did not know about? But if there was, surely Alexei’s father would have told him about it. 
 
    Not for the first time he wished that his father was alive so that Alexei could ask him—or that he had a brother, someone to lean on in this time, someone he could trust absolutely who could help him to figure out if he was just being paranoid. 
 
    And then— 
 
    Then the Swan Princess stepped onto the stage. 
 
    And the rest of the world, and Alexei’s concerns, fell away. 
 
    She danced as if she was made of air. As if her arms really did hide wings, invisible to the human eye, that lifted her up. The delicacy of her movements stole his breath. Ballet was all about presenting delicacy and elegance while doing movements that required a great deal of effort and power. The dichotomy of it was where the art lay. 
 
    And this dancer—she had it. 
 
    She had it to a degree that Alexei had, frankly, not expected of an American trained dancer. Japan was coming up in the world with its ballet and the rest of Europe and the United States were respectable enough. But Russia still ruled the world in ballet. 
 
    This dancer could not be Russian. Alexei would have heard of her by now, surely. He had attended the Bolshoi ballet since he was a child. 
 
    He found himself leaning forward in his seat to watch her more closely. He checked his program again to see—ah, yes, she was playing the black swan as well. 
 
    That would be interesting. Not only was it physically taxing to play two iconic lead roles, but the swans were the epitome of opposites. The black swan was power, seduction, ferocity. The white swan was grace, serenity, and shyness. 
 
    Would this dancer be able to pull off both? 
 
    Alexei watched as if in a trance. He had always enjoyed the ballet but he had never been so enthralled by a dancer before. To admire a dancer and love their work, yes, that had happened many times. He had even watched videos of the old greats such as Mikhail Baryshnikov. 
 
    This was entirely different. He felt hypnotized. 
 
    And when she came out as the black swan… 
 
    Alexei held his breath. He found himself hoping that she would pull it off, that she could truly embody both of these disparate roles. 
 
    The dancer didn’t glide or leap onto the stage—she burst onto it, an explosion of power. Then she slinked—there was no other word for it—over towards the prince. Alexei swallowed around his suddenly dry throat. The movement of her feet and hips, the way she looped her arms around the prince, the way her fingers would glide ever so lightly over his skin… 
 
    He had the sudden uncontrollable urge to grab her and pull her to him, to end this tease and show her just what she was doing to him. 
 
    Any doubts about the dancer’s ability to portray both swans flew out the window. It felt like she was seducing not just the prince but the entire audience with her performance. 
 
    Then she was the white swan again, and Ivan found himself tearing up a little. 
 
    It was probably just the funeral and all, being in a strange new place, feeling vulnerable. He rarely cried watching the ballet or a film or play for that matter, even if he was moved emotionally by the performances. 
 
    But this dancer was using every inch of her body to convey the heartbreak of the white swan, the tragedy of it all. When the curtain fell, Alexei found himself on his feet before he even realized he was thinking of moving, clapping until his hands stung. 
 
    All around him he could sense the others standing up as well. Ivan sent him a sly look that Alexei chose to ignore. He was sure that his open staring at the prima ballerina had not gone unnoticed by Ivan and perhaps some of the others. He hoped that most people were too busy being entranced by the dancer as well and hadn’t bothered to look at him, but he knew that he’d been nothing short of hypnotized. 
 
    He had never been one of those bratva who would take up a dancer as a fun little distraction. Those affairs weren’t worth his time and could prove a liability if he wasn’t careful. But now… 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can get backstage,” he told Ivan. 
 
    Ivan’s eyebrows raised. “You were that taken with her?” 
 
    “If you could not tell the others, I would appreciate it,” Alexei replied, keeping his voice low. “I only wish to congratulate her on such a moving performance.” 
 
    Ivan shrugged. “Whatever you say. I trust you, my friend. Only remember that this is not Russia. There are not the same traditions here.” 
 
    “I understand.” The dancer might well take offense, or assume that he wanted to sleep with her. 
 
    And he did, desperately. When he thought of her touching him the way she had touched the dancer playing the prince, moving that way—yes, all right, it made his pants feel tight. But more than that, she had impressed him and drawn him in as no dancer ever had. He thought that she ought to know how much her artistry and hard work was appreciated. 
 
    He bought a bouquet of flowers off of a clever street vendor who’d had the idea to park right outside the theatre. A dozen white roses seemed appropriate—red roses were traditional but might be seen as too romantic and personal, and the white worked for the swan theme. 
 
    A crisp fifty handed to the door manager got him backstage with the instructions that, “Miss Wong’s dressing room is the third on the right.” 
 
    Janet Wong was the name of the dancer. He’d checked and triple checked it on the program. It was hard to see what she looked like with the bright stage lights and the distance, and of course the makeup she’d worn to make herself look properly swan-like. He had to hope that he wasn’t going to walk in on her dresser or someone and mistake them for her. 
 
    He knocked on the door, the flowers in his hand. 
 
    “Just a moment!” came from inside. 
 
    After about ten seconds, the door flew open and Janet Wong ran smack into his chest. 
 
    Alexei grabbed her by the shoulder with his free hand, catching her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    …damn, she was beautiful. 
 
    She’d clearly just wiped off her makeup but her hair was still in a tight bun, dark and shining. Her eyes were dark as well, with thick lashes and a stare that just drew him in. She had the classical dancer’s form with thin, corded muscles and small pert breasts, and a good six inches shorter than he was. 
 
    “Miss Wong.” 
 
    She stared at him, apparently at a loss for words. “Um. You’re not my friend. Or the director.” 
 
    “No, I’m a patron. I was hoping to give you these.” Alexei passed her the flowers. 
 
    She took them automatically, looking at them and then at Alexei in confusion. 
 
    “Congratulations on an inspired performance,” he explained, realizing that perhaps she was wondering why a strange man was handing her flowers. “I haven’t seen such dancing… ever.” 
 
    Janet opened her mouth as if to say something, paused, and then said, “You’re not from around here, are you?” 
 
    “What gave it away? The accent?” 
 
    She blushed. It was darling. “Right. Stating the obvious. Sorry. You—you really liked it?” 
 
    “I hope you won’t take this as bragging, but I’m from Russia. I’ve seen the best of the best dance since I was a child. If I were to take you back to the Bolshoi, I fear you would do my country shame by outshining them all.” 
 
    Janet was seriously blushing now, and Alexei had to struggle not to grin as a possessive, victorious feeling came over him. It was obvious that Janet wasn’t used to people praising her like this, and he wanted to keep making her blush like this as much as he could. 
 
    “Thank you,” she told him, hardly daring to look him in the eye. “These flowers are beautiful.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    Janet looked around, then said, hesitantly, “Would you like to come in?” 
 
    That surprised him. “To your dressing room?” 
 
    She nodded. Anyone else, he might have thought she wanted to sleep with him, but Janet looked simultaneously nervous and earnest. “You came all this way and gave me flowers. Least I can do is be a good hostess in return. Chinese thing.” She shrugged, smiling at him, and Alexei could feel himself melting a little bit, feeling that surge of protectiveness again. “And if you could tell me what you liked—oh, I don’t mean—” She blushed again, looking horrified at herself, her eyes going wide. “I didn’t mean that I want you to praise me or anything!” 
 
    He laughed. “If you’d like to, yes, I’d be happy to get to know you better.” 
 
    Janet’s face was as red as a strawberry now. “Then, um, come on in.” 
 
    Alexei sent a quick text to Ivan that he might be back to the house late, and then followed her into her dressing room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Even as Janet invited this guy into her dressing room she was asking herself what the hell she was thinking. 
 
    She didn’t know this guy at all. He could be some creep who was going to attack her the second the door was closed. But he was so polite and he brought her flowers and she couldn’t help but want to know a little more about this guy—who he was and what he was doing watching ballet in America when he was Russian. 
 
    Everybody knew Russian ballet was the best. She’d been told multiple times growing up that she could be as good as she wanted in the rest of the world, but she would never be better than the Russians. 
 
    Now this man was telling her that if he took her to Russia she’d piss them all off with how good she was? 
 
    She couldn’t deny that it intrigued her. She didn’t think her dancing was nearly that good. 
 
    And… all right, if she was being totally honest with herself… he was handsome. Beyond handsome. When she’d run into him, literally, all she’d felt was solid muscle. He had about six inches on her and he looked like he took advantage of every bit of it. The way he stood, the way he walked into the room, all oozed confidence. He had deep, striking blue eyes, a strong distinctive jaw and dark, slightly wavy hair. Not nearly as dark as hers, more of a chocolate color, but it contrasted with his eyes, made him stand out. 
 
    She could feel a tightening in her gut that she shoved away. This wasn’t the time for a crazy one night stand. She had to focus on her work. She’d chat with the man, be polite as her mother had taught her, and then he’d leave and that would be that. Just an appreciative fan to think about when she felt down about her dancing, that was all. Everyone needed things like that to keep them going from time to time, on bad days. 
 
    “Would you like anything to drink?” Some of the girls had pooled money to buy her a bottle of champagne, and there was always water. 
 
    “No, thank you.” The man held his hand out. “I’m Alexei, by the way. Apologies for not introducing myself immediately.” 
 
    “Janet.” She shook his hand. He had large hand and a firm grip, and she flushed a little when she felt the strength in them. “But I’m guessing you knew my name already from the program.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” He smiled at her, and Janet’s stomach flipped. He looked unbearably charming when he did that, and Janet found herself blushing again. She wasn’t terrible with men, although she was shy with people in general, but she’d never been this annoyingly attracted to someone before. 
 
    She didn’t have time to be attracted to someone, not when she was starring as both swans. She had to be focused on the role. 
 
    “Where are you from, if you don’t mind my asking?” Alexei asked. “Most American dancers I’ve found lack the discipline to achieve such a high level of skill.” 
 
    Janet arched an eyebrow. “I’m not sure if I should feel flattered or not.” 
 
    “No, it is just…” Alexei made a noise of frustration. “In Russia, your entire life is dance. You live at the dance school, and never see your family, you never have evenings off. You are pushed to the absolute limit. Very few places replicate that level of dedication and commitment. I don’t mean to insult your dancing school.” 
 
    Janet snorted a little, amused in spite of herself. “It’s a little bit of snobbery, though. Just a little bit.” 
 
    Alexei grinned at her. “Just a little bit. What can I say? We Russians have pride in our traditions, in our art.” 
 
    “I mean, we’re the same,” Janet laughed a little in spite of herself. “My family is Chinese, so tradition is very important. My mother believes in following cultural values, all of that.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they let you go into dance, then. Are you from China?” 
 
    “No, I was born here. And I’ve always loved it, and my parents were adamant that if I was to do something that I loved then that was fine but I had to be the best at it as well.” 
 
    “Well, you can certainly tell them that you succeeded at that,” Alexei replied. 
 
    He sounded so genuine when he said it, so absolute in his feeling that she was, in fact, the best, that Janet felt like she was floating. She had never been so praised before. Never had anyone spoken to her with such unashamed awe in their voice about her dancing. 
 
    She couldn’t stop blushing. “Any reason you’re being so flattering?” she asked. She liked this attention—liked it more than she’d thought, more than she’d expected, not that she’d really expected anything like this—but she couldn’t help but think that there might be another motive to this. She wasn’t going to sleep with a guy just because he praised her dancing. No matter how handsome he was. 
 
    Alexi blinked in surprise. “In… where I come from, if we see that an artist has gone above and beyond, we acknowledge that.” 
 
    “And you had no other motive. No other thoughts about this.” 
 
    Alexei cleared his throat. “I won’t lie, there is a tradition in Russia that important men will start up relationships with young dancers.” 
 
    “So you did have another reason for coming here.” Janet couldn’t fully stifle the disappointment rising in her throat. Not that she wouldn’t have minded being asked out on a date, but this felt… underhanded. Dangerous. 
 
    Yes, that was what it was. Something about Alexei, despite his perfectly polite and warm demeanor towards her, struck her as dangerous. Not that she couldn’t trust him—in fact, something in her told her that she could—but that he was a wolf. And having a wolf walk around her dressing room and not hurt her didn’t change the fact that he was a wolf, a wild animal. 
 
    Alexei looked offended at the suggestion. “No. I expected nothing more than for you to accept the flowers and to allow me to compliment you.” 
 
    His slightly formal English was charming, actually. Probably because this wasn’t his first language. 
 
    She still felt a little wary, but she at last took the flowers from him, scrounging around for a vase. There had to be one in here somewhere… 
 
    Ah, there was one! 
 
    It was up on a high shelf above the makeup mirror, with some wigs. She reached up onto her tiptoes, but she couldn’t quite reach. 
 
    Before she could even ask, she felt Alexei behind her, reaching up and getting the vase. She turned around in surprise and nearly ran smack into his chest again, his tall, solid body only an inch from pressing into hers. 
 
    He silently held the vase out for her and Janet took it, struggling to keep her breathing under control. She could feel the heat radiating from him, could get a whiff of his cologne—something dark, but not overpowering. It drew her in, made her want to bury her nose into the side of his neck and feel his warmth,  
 
    Damn it, she was not going to give into that impulse. She’d just met him, and she wasn’t the type of girl to go ga-ga over a guy. 
 
    Well, she hadn’t been that type of girl, anyway. Years of focusing on dance, dance being her life… what else did she have time for? She’d barely had time to even make friends. 
 
    But now—it was probably stupid to think this but maybe this was the universe telling her that it was time to find someone. She’d won the lead in Swan Lake, possibly the greatest role for a prima ballerina, and now perhaps it was time for her to rest a little. To find some balance in her life, to open herself up to more than just dance. 
 
    It was probably all just fanciful thinking, she told herself. No reason to treat this as something like destiny. She wasn’t like Mom, who prayed and still had a little shrine set up in the house for the ancestors and for the Buddha. She believed in practicality, in hard work. This didn’t have to mean anything unless she wanted it to. 
 
    The problem was that part of her did want it to. 
 
    “Thanks,” she managed, setting the vase down and using a spare makeup wipe to get the dust off of it. She grabbed one of her water bottles and filled it, then placed the flowers inside. Now they’d be in her dressing room, always, reminding her that no matter how hard she was on herself, someone thought she was the best they’d ever seen. 
 
    “I hope that they will bring you good luck,” Alexei said softly. “I thought the white was appropriate, since you are the swan.” 
 
    Janet couldn’t resist teasing him a little. “It’s a bit of a bad omen, actually. White is the color of death in China.” 
 
    Alexei looked alarmed, his eyebrows raising and eyes going wide. “Then we must replace them—I will—” 
 
    Janet couldn’t stifle her grin, and Alexei slowly relaxed. “Oh, you’re a sly one aren’t you?” 
 
    She laughed. “Like a fox.” 
 
    “I can change them…” 
 
    “No, no, I don’t buy into that stuff. I mean, I think context is important. You brought these because of the white swan, and she does die at the end, so it all fits together. And you brought them so that I would feel appreciated. I can’t knock that.” 
 
    “Do you feel appreciated?” Alexei asked. His voice was low, almost a murmur, and Janet shivered at the depth of it, the way the words rolled off of his tongue. They were still standing incredibly close. It hadn’t even occurred to her, really, to move away from him. Standing this close felt natural, or like it could become a habit. 
 
    “Yes,” she assured him, surprised at her own voice and how it came out in a near whisper. 
 
    A slow tide of heat swept through her as a thousand half-formed possibilities filled her head, about all the other ways that he could help her to feel ‘appreciated’. 
 
    Damn it, this guy was clearly bad for her mental health. 
 
    Alexei stepped back at last, even as his bright gaze flicked over her form and his tongue darted out over his bottom lip, as if he was thinking of the places he could put his tongue, his mouth, on her body. But all he said was, “I’m glad, then. I’m sure I’ll see you again, even if you don’t see me.” 
 
    “You know that came out stalkerish, right?” 
 
    Alexei looked like he wanted to smack himself in the face. “I only meant… I will be coming to see you perform again, while I can. But I’m sure you will not notice. I’m up in the boxes, my friend is a season ticket holder.” 
 
    “Oh.” Of course, that made sense. Still didn’t change how weird his phrasing had been. Janet tried to stifle her amusement—this wasn’t his first language and she didn’t want to be rude. 
 
    Was this an invitation for her to ask him to come backstage again and see her? Should she say something about wanting to see him? 
 
    “I can’t promise that you won’t be seeing more flower arrangements like these,” Alexei added. “From me, of course, if you don’t mind. But I’m sure others will be sending you flowers as well.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind at all.” Maybe she should just stick to seeing his flowers for now. See how that went. 
 
    Alexei smiled at her. “Good.” 
 
    Then he took her hand, and before she could even ask what he was doing with it, he brought it up to his mouth and softly kissed the knuckles. His lips were warm, and he lingered, his hot breath against her skin making her shiver. 
 
    The blinding need to have that mouth on her neck, her breasts, between her legs was overpowering. Alexei gently let go of her hand and gave a small bow. “Best wishes, Miss Wong. Thank you for your time and for a most inspired performance.” 
 
    Then he was gone, and Janet was left with weak knees and her own whirling thoughts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Alexei didn’t need the distraction of a romance right now. 
 
    He knew that. 
 
    He was literally sitting in a restaurant waiting to meet Mikhailov so that they could discuss the odd remarks that Alexei had heard about his father and his family name, and yet, his thoughts also kept drifting to Janet Wong. 
 
    Alexei honestly wanted to see her again. The way she’d looked at him, the way she’d treated him—and she’d had no idea who he was. It was a breath of fresh air. 
 
    He’d arranged to have flowers sent to her every night, since whether she wanted to ever see him again or not, he wanted her dancing to feel appreciated. He’d never done this before. Wooed a woman, so to speak. But Janet had made it clear that just walking in and speaking to her once wasn’t going to get him a date with her. And after meeting her in person… that was most definitely what he wanted. 
 
    So he added a note with each bouquet, hoping that he could show her that he truly did admire her dancing and that he wanted her to feel appreciated in her art, and that if that was all she wanted, that was all he would give. He’d just be an admirer. 
 
    But hopefully it would also show her that there was more to him, that he didn’t want to just get into her pants. Hopefully it would help her give him a chance. Because he hadn’t at all planned on being smitten when he’d gone to the ballet or even when he’d gone to meet her… yet, here he was. 
 
    Mikhailov entered the restaurant and Alexei sat up straight. Most important meetings were actually conducted in public like this, to hopefully prevent any violence from breaking out. Not to mention, why not have a meal while you were doing business? 
 
    Alexei stood as a sign of respect while Mikhailov sat, sitting again only when Mikhailov waved for him to. 
 
    “You understand how to treat your elders,” he said, nodding in satisfaction. “And you aren’t bad upon the eyes. If my daughters were all still unmarried I’d suggest you take one of them.” 
 
    “I’m flattered.” He understood that while the daughters might not appreciate it, this was Mikhailov giving him a compliment. “Sir, I apologize for requesting that we meet like this on such short notice. But I’ve heard some things, from you and others, that I just have to investigate. I need to know, before I go any further, what my father’s legacy is.” 
 
    Mikhailov stared at him for a long moment. “You said that you and your father were close.” 
 
    Alexei nodded. “Yes. He was the best man I knew, or so I thought. Now I find myself wondering. And it’s… I can’t move forward if I don’t know. Has my father wronged you? Was he lacking in honor?” 
 
    Mikhailov sighed again in that fatherly way. “I look at you and while I see many of your father’s features, I see none of his character. And this pleases me. I think that after you were born, your father was to you the kind of man that he wanted to be. We all want to be a better man, deep down. We all wish to be a hero to our children. And so I think that was what he tried to be to you. 
 
    “But the man that you knew was not the man that we knew. Your father… pardon me. It must pain you to hear this. Especially since he is dead and there is nothing to be done. My youngest, my Natalia, she has had quite a few things to say to me. I am glad that she said them, and didn’t wait until after I was dead and nothing could be fixed.” 
 
    Alexei nodded. That was exactly it. That was part of what hurt him. The biggest part of him was the idea that his father had lied to him for so long, that he’d been admiring a man that didn’t really exist. But the other part was that yes, now it was too late to talk to his father himself. 
 
    “My heart goes out to you,” Mikhailov said. “But remember that we are bratva. We do not hold back when it comes to our grudges and our truths. Are you sure that you are prepared?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mikhailov looked him in the eye, and Alexei saw steel in there and understood why this man was the head of the strongest family on this side of the ocean. “I was not here in America by choice. Neither was Romanov. Neither were many others. Your father exiled us for disagreeing with him and speaking out against him.” 
 
    “Why? What did he do?” 
 
    “I had a wife. Many people know this, of course, for she gave me my five lovely daughters. But I had a wife before her, when I was young. My second wife was an alliance and I came to love her, but my first wife was married out of pure love. It was a stupid marriage, politically, in our world. But I was blind to that. 
 
    “I like to believe that we would have worked things out. That we would have made it no matter what. I am not a stupid man. I can make my way in our world. But your father saw it as insubordination. He had my wife murdered, and when I would not fall in line after that, he sent me here.” 
 
    It felt like the bottom had dropped out of Alexei’s stomach. His head was swimming. How—this wasn’t at all like the father he’d known. How could his father have done such a thing? 
 
    “Romanov? Was sent here because your father seduced his wife, slept with her for months, and when Romanov found out he would have none of it. He was forced into a divorce and sent here while your father kept his wife on as a mistress until he grew tired of her. I don’t know what became of her but I doubt it was anything pleasant.” 
 
    “But my father—I always thought—he would never have cheated on my mother. He loved her.” 
 
    “Perhaps he did. A man doesn’t cheat because he does or does not love his wife, Alexei, he cheats because he does not know how to control his lust, and that is something entirely different. It does not mean he doesn’t love, it only means he does not understand self-control and loyalty. And your father certainly didn’t understand that last one. He would betray anyone if it got him more power.” 
 
    “I’m not like that,” Alexei burst out, his hands clenching into fists. “I have honor, I swear it.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Alexei.” Mikhailov held up a hand. “I believe you. You should have seen the look on your face when we said those things at the party. The shock and confusion—it was clear to me that you could not have known. I am not surprised. We always try to hide our sins from our children.” 
 
    “I will do things differently,” Alexei swore. “I will not be my father. If there are reparations that I must make to you or others for his behavior, if there are things that I must do to win your trust, then I will do them. My father’s way is not my way.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that,” Mikhailov said soothingly. “Truly. We will make everything right. There is no need to go tearing your hair out.” 
 
    Alexei tried to relax back against the chair. Mikhailov smiled. “I am glad to see that you are not as your father was. Truth be told, I’m surprised that those back in Russia didn’t tell you anything. I think they must have been too scared and then felt, once he was dead, there was no reason to stir up old skeletons. I’m grateful to whoever took care of him.” 
 
    Alexei jolted upright. “What?” 
 
    Mikhailov paused. “I apologize. But when we heard that your father had died so suddenly, we naturally assumed that he had been murdered.” 
 
    “My father died of illness,” Alexei replied. The words sounded hollow to his own ears, though, now. 
 
    “We tend to see shadows around every corner and a knife in every back,” Mikhailov said. “Sometimes, an illness is just an illness and there is nothing for it. But you can understand why we thought that he might have been taken care of.” 
 
    “Yes.” That told him how much his father was disliked—that his death was assumed to have been someone getting revenge. “I’m sorry, for all that my father has done. I will do better.” 
 
    “I have no doubt of that.” Mikhailov signaled to the waiter to bring them something to drink. “Now, let us talk about more pleasant things. Perhaps you are thinking of an alliance through marriage? You will need an heir.” 
 
    Alexei could sense that the older man wanted to put him at ease and provide a bit of advice, so he allowed the subject to change. But in his heart, the moment romance was mentioned… Janet’s face swam into his mind. 
 
    He hoped he got to see her again. If nothing else, he needed a distraction from this disturbing information. He’d have his work cut out for him these next few weeks, winning people over and fixing the tainted legacy his father had left behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Janet didn’t see Alexei again for a couple of weeks, as he’d predicted, but every performance night there was a new bouquet of white roses delivered to her. 
 
    At first she thought that he must be in the audience every night, which felt a little excessive. But each bouquet was accompanied by a handwritten note, and they quickly told her that even when Alexei wasn’t at the performance, he was sending her flowers. 
 
    I might not be there tonight, but I know that you danced on air. 
 
    I wish that I could have seen you this evening. I can see your performance if I close my eyes. 
 
    Janet had no idea what to do with these notes. Well, she knew what she was doing with them and wanted to do with them: keep them in the drawer at her makeup table and glance at them every now and again as she got ready for the next performance. 
 
    But how was she supposed to respond? And what was she supposed to think of them? 
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder if she was being, well, wooed. Sofia and Vicky certainly thought so. She’d tried to keep the details from them but it was impossible not to notice the large bouquet that was delivered to her without fail every night. 
 
    “It’s very old fashioned,” Sofia noted when Janet told her the story. “You deserve someone who is like that, someone who knows how to make a woman feel special.” 
 
    “Bang him,” was Vicky’s advice. 
 
    “Thanks, Vic, I’ll keep that in mind,” Janet had replied when she’d heard that, rolling her eyes. 
 
    The truth was that she did want to, quote, ‘bang him.’ Every time she got an announcement that the flowers had arrived she found herself hoping that Alexei would be there, holding them, ready to talk to her in that deep, rolling voice of his, his mouth curling around the words in the most delicious way. 
 
    But he never was. 
 
    Janet couldn’t quite blame him. She’d probably scared him off, seeing as she’d accused him of complimenting her just to sleep with her. The irony that she was insanely attracted to him was not lost on her—but it just felt different, hitting it off with someone and wanting to hook up with them as opposed to someone trying to basically flatter or bribe her into their bed. She’d thought Alexei was the latter, and now he was probably trying to give her space. 
 
    If only there was some kind of way to let him know that she wanted to see him again. That she wouldn’t be opposed to a… a date or something, if he wanted. He was sending these flowers and these notes without any innuendo attached, no pleas for a date, no hidden catch. The notes all said things like: 
 
    The way you flutter your hands, as if they are tiny birds trying to escape a cage, is remarkable. 
 
    And, 
 
    The expression on your face as the white swan hurls herself to her death breaks my heart every time. 
 
    Or, 
 
    I hope that you will remember your remarkable dance skills. I heard there might be critics in the audience tonight, and so often they are ruled by bitterness and negativity. Do not let whatever they might choose to say dampen your spirits. Your dancing is exquisite. 
 
    What was a girl supposed to do with notes like that except fall in a little bit in love? 
 
    Nowhere in there was a request for a dinner, or a demand for anything in return. Alexei’s notes were all observations about her dancing, all praise, all reminders to believe in herself. 
 
    Sofia swooned whenever Janet shared another note with her. Vicky thought Janet was crazy not to sleep with the guy but also thought that she should sleep with him and move on. “The bloom’ll wear off that rose pretty quickly, you mark my words,” she told Janet at one point. 
 
    Janet wasn’t so sure. Alexei had been getting no kind of communication back from her, and he continued to send the flowers. Surely that meant something. 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” she asked Sofia as they did their morning exercises. 
 
    “You mean, should you contact him or not?” Sofia replied. “Or have you already made up your mind and you want me to tell you how I think you should get in touch with him?” 
 
    Janet felt herself blushing. She did that so easily, it was like her emotions were scrawled all over her face. It drove her nuts. “I think I’ve already made up my mind.” 
 
    Sofia thought for a moment, her mouth twisting as she stretched. “You mentioned he had a box?” 
 
    “He has a friend who has a box.” 
 
    “You said that he does come some nights, but not all—just give a description of him to one of the ushers who works the boxes upstairs. When he comes, the usher can give him a note from you asking him to see you.” 
 
    “It sounds very… clandestine.” She felt almost like she was back in the Victorian Age when there weren’t phones and women could be shamed for having a lover. 
 
    Sofia laughed softly. “I suppose it is. But that’s part of the fun, isn’t it? That’s why Vicky is always finding a new boyfriend.” 
 
    “I don’t want to keep finding new people, though. I want to find just one person, one man, and stick with them.” 
 
    “And you think this could be that man?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She honestly didn’t. “But I won’t know until I try, will I?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” Sofia smiled at her. “You’re certainly picking a romantic one.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Janet replied. “Promise you won’t laugh?” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “At what I’m about to tell you.” 
 
    “I’m Russian. We don’t laugh.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    Sofia made a go on gesture. Janet sighed. “I’ve never had a serious relationship before. As in, ever.” 
 
    Sofia stared at her. “Never?” 
 
    “How long have you known me? When have I ever dated?” 
 
    “I know you’re a workaholic Janet but—I mean you didn’t have someone in high school? Or anything?” 
 
    “No, it was all dance. I was homeschooled so I could get in more time for lessons.” She didn’t add that her parents couldn’t afford to send her to a school for dance. There were high schools and even schools for younger children like that, oriented around the performing arts, but they’d been unable to get her into one of them. So they’d improvised. 
 
    “You should have been in Russia,” Sofia snorted. 
 
    “That’s what Alexei said.” 
 
    “I thought he might be Russian from the name. He must be rich, if he has a friend who holds season tickets and a box, and he sends you those bouquets every night.” 
 
    “Oh god, you think I’m going to get a sugar daddy, don’t you?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all. If that was the case you would’ve known it by now. Men like that—they’re very upfront about what they want. It’s all about sex and giving you presents and pretending those presents aren’t their way of paying you for sex. It’s just… fairytale.” Sofia gave her a small smile. “You’re lucky, that’s all I mean.” 
 
    Janet felt herself blushing again. “Thanks.” 
 
    That afternoon when they went to the theatre, she found Hector, one of the ushers who worked the upper floors. “Hector! Do you have a moment?” 
 
    “For the prima ballerina? I’d be an idiot not to,” Hector replied, winking at her. “What do you need? Do you have a friend coming to the show?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Janet handed him the piece of paper she’d written on. “There might be a gentleman coming tonight. He’ll be up in one of the boxes, his friend has season tickets and a box. He’s very tall, I think about six inches taller than I am, hair like yours, blue eyes—they kind of stand out—and looks like he was somebody important in a past life like a Roman senator or a Romanov something. Oh! Yes he’s Russian, that too, I think his friend is as well. Could you give him this?” 
 
    Hector took the note, staring at it. “Do you… you don’t have his phone number? Or even his name?” 
 
    “I do have his name, sorry.” Janet wanted to smack herself in the forehead for being so scatterbrained. “It’s Alexei.” 
 
    “And that’s all you know about him? His name, he’s Russian, and he might or might not come here with his friend?” 
 
    “He’s been kind of a secret admirer of mine,” Janet admitted. “He sends me flowers every night.” 
 
    Hector’s eyebrows raised. “And you’re sure this guy’s not creepy or something?” 
 
    “I mean… he seemed—I liked it when I spoke to him. He seemed normal.” 
 
    “They often do.” 
 
    “Listen, just because you’ve had a series of crappy boyfriends…” 
 
    “Touché.” Hector put the note in his pocket. “I’ll do my best. Hopefully he shows up. And if he doesn’t then I just… keep trying?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “If he comes I’ll tell you at intermission.” 
 
    “Thanks, Hector.” She blew him a kiss as she ran off. “You’re the best.” 
 
    Now she could only hope that she wasn’t making a mistake with this. Hopefully… hopefully Alexei would be the man that she hoped he was, and not crazy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    It was a while before Alexei was able to get back to the ballet. His mind was reeling with the implications of all that he was hearing about his father. He felt like a coward, but he hadn’t yet found the right way to approach Mikhailov about it—and part of him didn’t want to. 
 
    His father, the man that he had grown up with… the man he’d always looked up to, the man he’d thought was someone to respect and admire… he hadn’t been at all what he’d seemed. He’d been someone of whom Alexei should be ashamed. 
 
    He was just glad that he’d acted on his suspicions and had spoken to Mikhailov so soon. He couldn’t strengthen alliances if he didn’t know how those alliances had been harmed or broken over the years. 
 
    Ivan disagreed, at least about his state of mind. “You need a good distraction, something to get rid of your stress, my friend. Why don’t we go back to the ballet? You liked the prima ballerina. Watch her and enjoy the dancing, and we can get back to your worries in the morning.” 
 
    They were eating dinner, and Alexei had been planning just on eating quickly and then emailing back home to see how things were going, making sure it was all as it should be. The last thing he needed was for things to go tits up while he was away. 
 
    It didn’t look like that was going to happen now—not when Ivan had that determined gleam in his eye. 
 
    “Listen to him,” Kate said, going over some papers at the end of the table. Kate was like a whirlwind, never sitting still for a moment. “The more you think about it, the more stressed you’ll get. You need to take some time to relax, give your brain a chance to rest and rejuvenate, all that.” 
 
    “And neither of you are going to take no for an answer, are you?” Alexei asked. 
 
    “No,” Ivan said cheerfully. 
 
    Alexei threw his hands into the air. “Then I might as well go.” 
 
    “Wise decision,” Ivan nodded solemnly. 
 
    So that was how he ended up in the theatre once again. 
 
    He was debating whether or not he should try and see Janet again. He hadn’t those other times because she’d seemed so nervous when he’d come to her that first time. He didn’t want to cross any boundaries. But he also wanted to see her. She was honest and self-possessed in a way that he liked, and, well, he had to admit she was beautiful. 
 
    By the time he got to the theatre, he still was undecided. If his father had been around he would’ve given Alexei a stern lecture. Father was always telling him that hesitance and indecision were to be ruthlessly checked. A leader couldn’t afford to be hesitant. 
 
    And then, as he went to enter the box—an usher stopped him. 
 
    “This is going to be a weird question,” the guy asked. He was short, Hispanic, and had a determined gleam in his eye. “But are you Alexei?” 
 
    “Um… yes?” If one of the other bosses wanted to get a hold of him, this was a weird way to go about it. 
 
    The usher handed Alexei a note. “This is from Janet,” he told him. “Enjoy the show!” 
 
    Alexei’s stomach twisted. Was she going to tell him to stop sending the flowers? Did she think they were over the top or creepy? 
 
    He opened the note subtly, just in case someone was watching him. He’d come alone that evening—Ivan was busy being a proper father with his little boy—so at least he didn’t have to deal with Ivan’s teasing. 
 
    Alexei, 
 
    I was hoping you’d want to stop by my dressing room after the show? We could have a drink or two and get to know each other better. 
 
    Thank you for the flowers. I love them. I’ve saved all of your notes. 
 
    ~ Janet Wong 
 
    Alexei felt a surge of golden triumph rising up in his chest. He was glad he was alone so that nobody could see the ridiculous smile that spread over his face. 
 
    She wanted to see him. She liked the flowers. She saved the notes! 
 
    Alexei knew that Father would probably find it ridiculous that his son, a man who’d had various affairs, a man who’d been raised to be sophisticated and confident, was grinning like a twelve-year-old with his first crush. But Janet hadn’t been easily impressed with him. His flowers could easily have been misinterpreted or unwelcome. This felt like a hard-won victory. 
 
    That smile never fully left his face as he watched the performance. Janet danced beautifully all through the ballet, but Alexei thought he noticed an extra level of lightness and energy in her steps. When she danced with the prince, the smile on her face was brilliant. 
 
    Had Hector told her that Alexei was there and had gotten the note? Obviously Janet trusted the man if she’d entrusted him with it. How many times had Hector waited to see if Alexei would show up, holding onto that note or having Janet write a new one? Had she been waiting for him for days? 
 
    It made him feel bad for not giving her his number or some other way to contact him. But it simultaneously gave him hope—hope because if she was going to tell him off, she wouldn’t have asked for him to have a drink with her, nor said she liked the flowers and notes. And she’d had the patience to not give up after he wasn’t there the first time. 
 
    When the curtain went down at the end, Alexei was already moving. He wanted to be there as soon as possible. He didn’t want to waste a moment. 
 
    He was prepared to bribe someone again to get in, but the door manager had apparently been spoken to by someone, because he just said, “Alexei?” and when Alexei replied in the affirmative, he was allowed through. 
 
    Dancers were still running around, giggling and hissing at each other, playing out their friendships and rivalries. Crew was moving around, either annoyed by or oblivious to the dancers getting underfoot. Alexei tried to stay out of everyone’s way as he made his way to Janet’s room. 
 
    He knocked, feeling slightly foolish. He was used to picking up a woman in a bar when going out with the other men and having a fun night, but this wasn’t anything like that. He’d been sending Janet flowers for weeks now, along with encouraging notes. This was… wooing. 
 
    The door opened and Janet stood there, not even out of her outfit yet. “Alexei.” 
 
    “Janet.” He found himself wanting to bow and kiss her hand again, the way that he’d done before—but he didn’t want to be too mushy and make her feel uncomfortable. He was aware that Russia was in a lot of ways still old-fashioned compared to the States, and he didn’t want to put her off. 
 
    They stared at one another for a moment. Then Janet said, “I think I owe you an apology.” 
 
    “An apology?” 
 
    “Why don’t you come in?” Janet stepped back, opening the door for him. 
 
    He entered, and she closed the door behind him, she took a deep breath as if preparing herself. “I was unfair to you. I thought that you were a certain kind of guy and you weren’t, and so I think I was… pretty cold towards you.” 
 
    “You can’t be blamed, it’s only fair to be wary. There are a lot of creeps out there.” He’d witnessed some of the bratva being creepy or abusive towards women and he’d even had to step in a few times. 
 
    “Still.” Janet walked over and picked up a bottle of champagne that was on the table. “Some of the cast got this for me, so I thought I’d share it with you as a kind of apology-slash-celebration thing.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize, but I won’t say no to some champagne.” 
 
    “Feel free to start pouring it while I get changed.” 
 
    “No, no, I’ll wait for you.” 
 
    Janet smiled at him, hesitant and shy, and then went behind a screen to finish changing. 
 
    Alexei tried not to think about that. He sat down in a chair and tried to focus on the flowers instead. He could so easily imagine what was going on behind that screen, and his blood ran hot just thinking about it. 
 
    He looked over at the flowers. His white roses were sitting prominently in a lovely vase, one that Janet must’ve scrounged up from somewhere in props, front and center on the side table. There were some other bouquets either on the floor or behind the white roses, but none of them had the same place of honor. 
 
    Alexei didn’t even bother trying to crush the swell of pride in his chest at that. Tough with him she might have been, but Janet had also accepted his flowers and found them a beautiful crystal vase and put them front and center. 
 
    He wished he’d delivered the flowers himself this time, since he was attending the show. But he might have distracted her right before the big performance and he’d hate to have done that. 
 
    If they were together—or even if he knew she’d welcome it—he’d join her behind the screen, kiss down her neck, slide his hands over her lean dancer’s body… 
 
    “Okay,” Janet said, emerging, and Alexei snapped himself out of his daydream. Dammit, he was trying to be appropriate with her. She was clearly the skittish type, he didn’t want to move too fast and ruin things and that included getting a hard-on that she might notice. 
 
    “You look relaxed,” he noted. 
 
    Janet was wearing sweatpants and a plain white tank top. She started undoing her hair out of its tight bun, grabbing a brush and wincing as she began to tease out the hairspray. “I really should shower this out,” she laughed, “but that bun was giving me a headache.” 
 
    Alexei found two cups and grabbed the champagne. “You ready?” 
 
    Janet grinned. “Go for it.” 
 
    Alexei popped open the champagne and Janet gave a little cheer. She perched on the makeup counter in front of him, her legs pressing against his. Alexei tried not to think about it, but Janet evidently was, because she blushed again. 
 
    “What are we toasting?” he asked, hoping to distract her. She seemed easily embarrassed—perhaps not used to talking with people? He’d noticed that with some dancers he’d met in Russia. Their lives were so full of ballet that they didn’t always get out much and could be stammering and nervous around new people. 
 
    Of course, there were plenty of dancers who also knew about the expectation that they would mingle in high society if they were good enough at their craft, and so prepared themselves accordingly. But it wasn’t all of them. 
 
    Janet tilted her head to the side, chewing on her lip as she thought about it. “Our relationship?” 
 
    “Do we have a relationship?” 
 
    Janet blushed slightly. “Would you like to?” 
 
    “I think that depends a lot more on you than on me,” Alexei pointed out. 
 
    “Well, if it depended on you, what would you say?” 
 
    “I’d say…” Alexei swallowed, letting himself imagine, really imagine what he’d like. “I’d say that we are. That you let me take you out to shows and dinner so that you get a chance to be in the audience for once, and to have some good food and cheat on your strict diet just a little. That you let me massage your legs after a long day and that you let me show you the inside of a nice hotel room.” 
 
    He dared to lean in a little more as he spoke, and Janet leaned forward as well, although he couldn’t be sure if she knew that was what she was doing or not. 
 
    Janet held his gaze as she lifted her cup and took a sip. “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    Alexei could feel himself growing warm. The temptation to stand up and pull her against him was awful. Especially when she arched her eyebrow challengingly like that, like she was daring him to do something about it. 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll let me take you out to dinner?” 
 
    “Good luck finding an evening when I’m free,” Janet replied, again almost as if she was challenging him. 
 
    He couldn’t help but wonder if she wanted this but was seeing if he really meant it—if, now that she’d accepted his flowers, he thought it was all going to be easy and would turn tail at any sign of resistance. 
 
    Well, he wasn’t going to let a little challenge get in the way of showing her a good time, if that was what she really wanted. “How about right now? It’s New York, there are some places that are still open.” Even some nicer places that knew about the post-show crowd and catered to them. 
 
    “Well, if you insist…” Janet shrugged. “I shouldn’t be drinking on an empty stomach anyway.” 
 
    “Mmm, no, that might lead you to do some… crazy things.” 
 
    “Oh yes.” She slid forward, onto his lap, and Alexei had to dig his nails into his palms to keep from grabbing her. He could feel himself starting to swell, harden, the feeling of her warm lithe body squirming on him enough to make some of his sanity fly out the window. “Very crazy things.” 
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you,” he told her, struggling to keep his voice from dipping into a growl, “I’m going to need us to leave soon.” 
 
    Janet laughed and drained her cup, then set it down on the makeup counter. “Y’know, I was attracted to you in that first meeting. I found myself hoping that you’d do something… but at the same time I wanted to make sure you were, you know, all right.” 
 
    She leaned down, brushing her nose against his. Alexei reached up, daring to twist a lock of her hair around his finger, feeling the dark lock, then tucking it behind her ear and brushing his thumb along her skin. 
 
    God, he wanted to kiss her. He wanted to check that there was a lock on the door and then fuck her on the makeup counter. He wanted to make her come again and again until she was completely relaxed, until she was shivering with pleasure, until she was screaming his name. 
 
    But he had a feeling that Janet would regret it if they did that—if they rushed into things so quickly. She’d made him wait, testing him already, and he could understand her hesitance. He wasn’t going to leap at the first chance and prove her faith in him to be mistaken. 
 
    He settled for lightly bumping their noses together, echoing Janet’s movement. “You must be starving. Let’s get something to eat. And bring the champagne.” 
 
    Janet smiled. “And the promised massage and inside of a hotel room?” 
 
    “That’ll be up to you.” 
 
    “I like the way you think, Alex.” She frowned. “Is it all right if I call you that?” 
 
    “In Russia, it would be Sasha.” Only his mother called him that. A few of his father’s friends did as well, but he’d never liked it. Now that he was head of the family, nobody would disrespect him like that. Such a name was for close friends, for lovers, and for family. But… 
 
    “Oh, would you prefer Sasha then? Or is that too much? Sofia, my friend, she’s from Russia. She’s told me a little about the whole naming thing.” 
 
    “Alex would be fine.” It wasn’t quite Sasha, but it was more informal and intimate. A good middle ground as they got to know one another. 
 
    He smiled at her reassuringly, so that she would know he meant it. 
 
    Janet relaxed. “Alex it is then. Go on, Alex, show me a good time.” 
 
    Oh, he definitely intended to do just that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Janet nearly fell as Alexei stood up, but his hands fell to her hips, righting her. She really didn’t want to leave the dressing room at all. She wanted to get his clothes off—the man could definitely rock a suit—and see the muscles she’d only partially felt when sitting on his lap. 
 
    She was hardly ever this bold about anything, and definitely not when it came to romance. But she didn’t know how to say it… and somehow, she felt like Alexei already knew. 
 
    After all, why would he suggest going out when she’d made it clear she wanted to sleep with him? It wasn’t that he didn’t want her. She’d felt him starting to get hard as she’d wiggled on his lap, and the knowledge of it had sent a dark, wonderful thrill through her. But he’d still put the brakes on things. 
 
    It had to be because he understood, or at least guessed—didn’t it? 
 
    “You know this city better than I do,” he said, squeezing her hips slightly. “Pick a place you want to go, we’ll get food and relax… talk….” 
 
    For someone who gave off such an intimidating air, an atmosphere of danger, he sure did treat her carefully. Not like she was made of glass but like he knew how important each step was. 
 
    It made her heart melt a little. “Sounds great to me.” 
 
    Alexei took off his tie and undid a couple buttons on his shirt, untucking it and rolling up the sleeves, and leaving his suit jacket behind. He did grab his coat, though, it was cold out. “Trying to look a little more casual,” he explained, grinning at her. “I have to match your look, after all.” 
 
    Janet looked down at her sweats and laughed. “Don’t worry. It’s late enough, nobody’s going to care what we’re wearing.” 
 
    They went out into the night and Alexei immediately put his arm around her shoulders, drawing her into him. He was warm and solid against her side and she just wanted to close her eyes and savor it. 
 
    Part of her wondered if this was some kind of fever dream. If she’d danced too hard and hurt herself or gotten sick and was currently lying in the hospital, imagining a fairy tale romance. Alexei was sweet, a gentleman, and she couldn’t help but fear if this was all too good to be true. What if he was already married? What if he was… 
 
    “You good?” Alexei asked. 
 
    “Perfect.” She smiled up at him. “It’s right down this way.” 
 
    Contrary to popular belief, stores and restaurants did actually close in New York City. Some closed at midnight, others at one a.m. and so on. There were a few twenty-four hour places, though, and Janet knew of a great Chinese place that specialized in serving the so-late-it’s-early crowd of clubbers. 
 
    They arrived before the club rush, luckily, so they could get a little table in the front. Janet was willing to put up with being slightly chillier in order to people watch. 
 
    “I’ve always liked watching people,” she explained. “I… my whole life growing up, always, it’s been dance. I wasn’t brilliant at medicine or anything, and so I knew I could go to college and be mediocre at something, or I could work my ass off and be brilliant at dance. My parents came over here to give me a better life, so I thought—and I do love dance—but it meant I didn’t really get to go to parties or out with friends or even make a lot of friends. So I like watching people. Seeing what they’re doing in their normal lives.” 
 
    “An extraordinary life is wonderful,” Alexei replied. “And many people admire those lives. But it means you sacrifice something as well. There are things that people with ordinary lives get that are wonderful, that they, I think, take for granted.” He gazed out the window, into the dark. “There’s nothing wrong with being what you would say is mediocre. Did you spread love and joy? Did you make the lives of the people around you better? Did you take opportunities when you could and enjoy your existence, even if that meant you worked nine to five and spent weekends camping? Then your life was well spent.” 
 
    “That’s… I never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “My mother would tell me that,” Alexei explained. “I put a lot of pressure on myself. I have a lot of responsibility in my job. And she would say that to remind me that we spend so much time looking at the people who lead crazy extraordinary lives that we forget that being ordinary is a wonderful thing in itself. We’re not failing just because we’re not winning Oscars, you know?” 
 
    “Do you want to win an Oscar? I never would’ve pegged you for the acting type.” 
 
    “It was the first award that popped into my head,” Alexei confessed, laughing self-deprecatingly. 
 
    Janet nodded. “No, you’re absolutely right, though. Sometimes I wish that I lived a more regular life, getting to have friends and travel and relax. But I love dance so much, I can’t give it up.” 
 
    “What if you had to?” Alexei asked. “After all, every dancer must retire eventually.” 
 
    “Honestly… I was hoping at that point that I’d have someone to share my life with. I could have a child or two with them, be a mom, teach dance to a new generation… do some traveling, too, see the world. Enjoy life.” Janet smiled as the woman who ran the place came up to take their order. When they’d finished ordering she turned back to Alexei. “But that’s all in the future.” 
 
    “You should be proud of where you are. Even if you never danced again, I know people will be talking about your portrayal of Odette and Odile for years to come.” 
 
    Janet felt herself blushing again. “I think you overestimate me.” 
 
    She found the impulse rising in her to ask him if he was only drawn to her because of her dancing—but no, that would be too rude, wouldn’t it? 
 
    And if did only like her because of her dancing… he wouldn’t have wanted to get to know more about her, would he? 
 
    She didn’t know. God, she was horrible at this kind of thing. 
 
    “I think that you underestimate yourself,” Alexei replied. “Have your parents gotten to see you dance? What do they think?” 
 
    “They’re so proud,” Janet admitted. “My parents—they’re amazing. With this starring role I’m making enough money that I can support them, pay them back a little for all that they gave to me. It’s not a fancy Manhattan apartment or anything but their bills are taken care of. They work so hard. They were stern when they had to be and they always wanted me to be the best, but I never doubted their support. They said I danced beautifully when they came to see it, I got two free tickets for them on opening night.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” 
 
    “What about your parents?” 
 
    A shadow passed over Alexei’s face and he cleared his throat. “My, uh, my father just died, actually.” 
 
    “Oh my god.” Janet’s heart sank. “I’m so sorry. That’s awful.” 
 
    “It was unexpected,” Alexei acknowledged. “But it’s not your fault, there’s no need to apologize. And I still have my mother.” 
 
    “Were you two close?” 
 
    “Very. I took over the business when he died. I was groomed for it, we all knew it was going to happen, but I thought… well, you always think you have more time, don’t you?” Alexei smiled at her sadly. “It’s been a bit difficult, shouldering everything. My friend had to made me go to the ballet that first time to relax.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you came.” 
 
    Alexei’s smile grew, the sadness fading from it. “Coming to see you has gotten me to relax like nothing else. I feel as though I’m in another world, a world without responsibility.” 
 
    Janet ducked her head down. “I’m glad. Your father—you know how to run the company, though, so hopefully it’s not too hard?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” Something flashed in Alexei’s eyes and he looked back out the dark window, at the people walking by, shoulders hunched against the cold. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    He sighed. “My father—he was my hero, growing up. I thought that he was a great man. A respected man. But now that I’ve come here to talk to some of his business contacts, I’m hearing things… the way that they talk about him, it’s as if we’re talking about two different men, almost. I feel as though I’m starting to see another side to my father, one that I don’t like.” 
 
    “Have you asked any of them?” Janet couldn’t imagine learning something unsettling about her parents. Their story was a simple one. Not glamorous, but the story of many: in love but poor, they had come to America trying to find a better life and had been struggling to stay above the poverty line ever since. 
 
    “My father’s associates? I wouldn’t know how.” Alexei ran a hand through his dark hair, ruffling it. It made him look roguishly handsome, and Janet tried not to let herself get distracted by it. “If my suspicions are correct, then I would feel… a fool.” 
 
    “Why? Because you loved your father?” 
 
    “Because I grew to be an adult without once guessing his true nature. It’s one thing when you’re a child but once you’re an adult, you can think for yourself, you can observe, you can ask questions… I would feel like I failed myself and all the people he associated with in not seeing how he truly was.” 
 
    “Well, what kinds of things are they saying?” 
 
    “Little comments… I mentioned my mother, and one of them said something about how patient she was… there were insinuations—I thought my father loved my mother with all his heart. I wanted to find someone to love like that, someone to whom I could dedicate my heart. But now I hear my father cheated on my mother, that he even humiliated those he called friend by sleeping with their wives.” 
 
    “That’s—that’s devastating.” Her parents hadn’t had much but her father would always find little gifts to bring home to her mother, and her mother would cook her father’s favorite meals. Several times, growing up, she’d come into the kitchen to find them waltzing together. They’d used to go out dancing when she was still little, although not drinking or eating out since that cost money. They’d eat beforehand and then go out to a swing club or something. 
 
    If she learned that all of it was a lie, that the love she’d seen was tainted or forced or false… she couldn’t even imagine how betrayed she’d feel. 
 
    Alexei swallowed. “I—that is a strong word.” 
 
    “You’re feeling strong emotions. Someone you trusted, someone who presented themselves to you one way, turns out to be another way. That’s allowed to hurt you. That’s allowed to… knock something down inside of you. You’ll have to build it back up and heal but that doesn’t mean that knocking down didn’t happen.” 
 
    Alexei reached across the table, taking her hand and squeezing. “You may be the most compassionate person I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Janet’s face felt like it was on fire. “I’m just being a decent person.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I live in a world where I have not met very many decent people.” 
 
    Their food came and Alexei’s hand retreated. Janet smiled her thanks at the owner, and for a few minutes they just ate. 
 
    She hadn’t realized how much she was starving until the food was in front of her. 
 
    “I didn’t know dancers ate so much,” Alexei commented. “No offense, but I thought…” 
 
    “Most people think we just eat salads all day,” Janet admitted, laughing. “But actually we eat a lot of lean protein and fiber. I eat a hell of a lot for dinner, not so much for breakfast or lunch because otherwise you get bloated while you dance in rehearsals and shows. So this is my big meal of the day, actually.” 
 
    “Well, don’t let me stop you from enjoying it.” 
 
    They finished their meals in relative silence. At last, curious and wanting to talk about more cheerful family things, she asked, “Is your mom here?” 
 
    “Oh, no, she is back in Russia. Probably fretting over me silently.” 
 
    “No other siblings for her to fret over?” 
 
    “Just me.” Alexei pulled a face. “There were… complications, the other times. It’s made my mother very protective.” 
 
    “Oh. I hope that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “It’s a good and a bad thing. You’re an only child too, am I right?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Then you probably know what I mean.” 
 
    Janet chuckled. “I do. But I never wanted a sibling. Not—not for selfish reasons, but because I knew how hard it was financially just with one kid, it scared me to think about how my parents would struggle if there was another mouth to feed.” 
 
    “See, we were well off—still are,” Alexei added, blushing a little as if embarrassed to admit it. “I always wanted a sibling. A brother, preferably. Someone to have fun with. I had… friends, but they were all the sons of my father’s business partners, so I could never be sure… it felt like I had to be friends with them. And I could never be sure if I could trust them, because we were all going to grow up and possibly compete against each other and—it was like building alliances, even as children.” 
 
    “That sounds… incredibly lonely.” She wanted to say sad, but she didn’t want to put Alexei’s childhood down. After all, there were many people who would call her childhood sad as well, and she didn’t see it that way. She saw her childhood as filled with love and laughter, even if others only saw the hardship. 
 
    “It could be,” Alexei admitted. “I was also lucky, to have such attention from my parents. But everything has its ups and downs.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I fear that I am painting a rather sad picture of my life for you, when I did rather enjoy my childhood. It’s just that recently…” Alexei shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to burden you. You are not my therapist.” 
 
    “No, tell me, I want to know.” She meant it. Normally, if a guy started just dumping on her she’d be wary and probably quickly exhausted but Alexei had been so kind to her, so encouraging and uplifting. It was only fair that she return the favor, and besides, she wanted to know more about him. 
 
    “It’s just that… my father and I were very close growing up. That was what made up, in my mind, for not having a brother. I had all the attention of my parents and I had good relationships with both of them. It hurts me to think that my father lied to me and hid his true self from me. I also feel… like an idiot, that I couldn’t see it. And so it’s hard for me to talk about my family and feel that joy because now it feels false.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that’s like, especially since your father isn’t around for you to talk to him about this, to clear things up.” Janet dared to reach across and take his hand, squeezing it. “But if you want to talk about it more, I’m here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Alexei squeezed her hand back, his thumb rubbing in small circles along the back of her hand, and she could feel her pulse kicking up a notch. “It means a lot to me to be able to talk to you about this. You’re not a part of my usual world, which might be why, but… it’s a breath of fresh air, to speak to you.” 
 
    He raised her hand to his lips, pressing a gentle kiss there once again. Janet’s stomach felt like it had turned to mush and it was probably a good thing she was sitting down, since her knees felt a little weak. 
 
    “It’s been good to speak to you, too,” she admitted. “You’re so—I can’t even explain it.” She’d never been drawn to anyone like this before, had never wanted anyone with such clarity, with such strength. “But I’ve loved getting to know you more.” 
 
    They’d finished eating and had sort of reached a stopping point in their conversation, and she could feel her heart beating wildly in her chest. She wanted to be reckless, to find a place where they could explore each other, where she could take him inside her and let him touch her until she was moaning and helpless. But she wasn’t sure how to ask. 
 
    “I could walk you home,” Alexei suggested. He was still holding her hand near his mouth, and his eyes gleamed dangerously. It sent a thrill up her spine. “Or… there are several nice hotels nearby. We could continue the evening there.” 
 
    “And how would we continue the evening?” she asked, finding the courage to be a little bold now that he’d suggested it. 
 
    Alexei’s gaze trailed up and down her body and she shivered, feeling it like a slow brand of warmth moving up her body. “I would kiss every inch of you until you were begging for me, and that’s just to start.” 
 
    Janet’s breath caught in her throat. “Well, when you make a promise like that…” 
 
    She stood up, tugging her hand away before she did something stupid like climb into his lap again and beg him to take her right then, other customers be damned. “I suppose you’d better lead the way.” 
 
    Alexei stood, offering her his arm. “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    Janet’s stomach fluttered. If nothing else, this at least would be a night to remember. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Alexei kept his arm around Janet as they walked. It wasn’t freezing or anything, but he was far more used to the cold than she was. Even New York in the middle of winter was nothing compared to Russia. He wanted to her to be comfortable. 
 
    There were a few nice hotels nearby, and he didn’t really have a preference, so he took her to the nearest one and got them a room. He could think of quite a few bratva who would insist on the finest room, the big suite, no matter how short their stay was. But Father had taught him that extravagance was to be used sparingly, politically. If one became used to extravagance, one became soft, and that was the last thing he could afford to be in his world. 
 
    Alexei wasn’t sure if he should be following his father’s advice anymore. Not after what he was beginning to suspect. But it was the advice that had been given to him since he was a child, the advice that he followed instinctively, almost without thought. 
 
    What was he supposed to do when his moral compass was apparently broken? 
 
    Alexei shoved such thoughts aside as he spoke to the concierge and got them a room. Tonight wasn’t about that. Tonight was about distracting himself from that, and from being with the beautiful woman at his side. 
 
    That was another reason he got one of the smaller, simpler rooms. Perhaps one of the others he knew would want to show off their wealth to impress the girl they were with, but he didn’t want that to be the way he won Janet over. She knew he had money, he must if he was sending her all of these big bouquets every night. He didn’t think she cared about that, and if anything, he was scared she’d be overly intimidated if she knew just how much he could spend. 
 
    Janet’s eyes still went wide when they got to the room. “Oh… this is beautiful.” 
 
    She walked over to the bed, running her palm over the bedding. “I could bounce on this thing for hours,” she admitted, giggling slightly. 
 
    “Don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    She turned, smiling at him, the corners of her mouth twitching and her eyes gleaming mischievously. “Maybe later. When I’m through with you.” 
 
    “Who says it won’t be me being through with you?” 
 
    Janet grinned and walked over. He could tell that she was trying to be sexy, trying to play this game with him, and he didn’t want her to try and be anything other than who she was. He let his hands settle at her hips and tugged her in towards him a little. “You’re beautiful,” he murmured. 
 
    Janet blushed. “You can’t just say things like that.” 
 
    “Why not? Who is stopping me? Is there a law here I did not know about?” 
 
    Her blush only deepened. “I mean…” 
 
    “I mean that you have told me you don’t have much experience. And I want you to know that you’re beautiful to me, just as you are. You don’t have to try to be anything or act as though you know more than you do.” 
 
    He dared to slip his hand underneath her shirt, not moving it up or down, just softly stroking the warm skin there. “I want you to feel comfortable.” 
 
    Janet’s breath caught. “What if I—what if you told me what to do, what you wanted.” 
 
    Alexei swallowed hard. The idea of commanding her, of ordering her to hold onto the fancy slats of the headboard while he licked up her thighs… he knew she could feel how hard he was, the way their bodies pressed together. It was like the air in his lungs had been replaced with fire. 
 
    “You want me to order you around a little?” 
 
    “I’m good with directions,” Janet replied, her voice a little breathy. She trailed a finger up his chest and Alexei could feel himself shaking with the effort of holding himself back. He wanted to carry her to the bed and get in her, fuck her, drive himself into that tight warmth, lose himself in her— 
 
    Keep it together, he reminded himself. This wasn’t just about him, it was also about Janet, about making her feel good. 
 
    He wanted her to feel good. He wanted her to be mindless, overcome with pleasure, he wanted her screaming his name. 
 
    “So…” he said, hearing and feeling his accent grow a little thicker as desire burned hot inside of him. “If I told you to sit on the bed and spread your legs…” 
 
    Janet shivered. “I’d do it… if you kissed me first.” 
 
    Of course—how had he been so callous as to not even kiss her? 
 
    Alexei wrapped his arm around her waist, pressing them even closer together, until it felt like they were in danger of becoming one person. He pressed his lips to her jaw, just under her ear, then lower down her jaw again, then her cheek. Janet gasped softly as he slid his hand under her shirt, stroking her back. 
 
    Janet’s hands slid up his chest until her arms could loop around his neck. She inhaled sharply as his hand still at her hip wormed its way underneath her shirt as well, his thumb stroking her hipbone. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she whispered, begged. “Kiss me, kiss me, kiss—” 
 
    Oh, he could never say no when she begged so prettily, so desperately. 
 
    He kissed her, his tongue sliding along her bottom lip, and then dipping inside as she gasped. She kissed eagerly and a little desperately, and he had to force himself and her to slow down, tightening his hold and retreating, teasing, until she went pliant in his arms and let the kiss stay deep and slow. 
 
    She fit perfectly in his arms, her firm, warm body secure against his. He wanted to always feel the imprint of her body against his. 
 
    “On the bed,” he whispered against her lips. “And spread your legs.” 
 
    Janet shivered but pulled away from him, complying, sitting down on the edge of the bed and spreading her legs. He could see her blushing and thought he knew what she was thinking—that she wasn’t dressed for seduction, just in her sweats. 
 
    He didn’t care at all what she was wearing. He cared what was underneath. Those clothes would be coming off soon, anyway. 
 
    “I’m going to take off those pants,” he told her. “I’m going to lick up those thighs, and I’m going to get my tongue inside you until you’re screaming for me.” He walked towards her, keeping his voice low, letting the natural growl of his accent seep through. “Then I’m going to get inside you and make you scream all over again.” He paused, searching her eyes. “What do you think?” 
 
    Janet spread her legs a little farther, her eyes dark, her chest heaving. “I think I want all of that. Fuck me, Alex, please.” 
 
    He was certainly not going to say no to that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    She inhaled sharply, liquid heat shooting through her as Alexei got down onto his knees and hooked his fingers into the waistband of her sweats—and her underwear. 
 
    He yanked them down in one strong movement and she squeaked in surprise. Fuck, that was hot. Alexei winked at her and worked the clothes down her legs, throwing them to the side before taking one of her ankles in his hand. He stroked the soft skin lazily, his gaze trailing up her leg, like he was calculating exactly how he was going to take her apart. 
 
    Janet could feel herself getting wetter with each passing moment. She tried not to squirm as anticipation thrummed in her like a plucked guitar string. Alexei kissed slowly up Janet’s leg, the stubble on his jaw scraping against her skin, making her shiver. Her head fell back in a gasp as he hooked her leg over his shoulder. 
 
    She wasn’t a virgin, despite her lack of romantic relationships. She’d had one or two hookups in her time. But nothing where she had wanted to spend more time with the guy, and nothing that made her heart stop like this. Nothing that had her breath catching in her throat. 
 
    Alexei looked up at her, looking like a wolf that was going to devour her—and yet, she didn’t feel a lack of safety at all. Nothing but the thrill of it, of wanting him. 
 
    He gave her a grin that was nothing short of feral, and then planted his hands on her thighs, spreading them and keeping them pinned as he kissed a pathway up her thighs, making her shiver uncontrollably, although the heat inside her ensured she was anything but cold. 
 
    Janet let out a desperate noise, her body shaking. Oh god, it was so close to where she wanted him, it was a tease that only drove her desperation higher. Alexei kissed along her inner thighs, biting down lightly, sucking, and Janet thought she was going to shake into a million pieces. 
 
    Her hand slid into his hair, trying to find something to ground her, and Alexei winked at her in approval before diving, finally, right between her legs, licking up through her folds. His tongue twisted into her and she moaned, her vision blurring. 
 
    He avoided her clit, working her open slowly instead, licking around it, still teasing. Janet tightened her grip on his hair, struggling to lift her hips up towards his mouth. She wanted him to touch her clit so badly, she wanted to be pushed over the edge, but Alexei was keeping her held down and she could only moan and writhe helplessly as he toyed with her. 
 
    Alexei pulled back, his eyes gleaming like a wolf. “If you want something, you have to tell me.” 
 
    Then he went back to licking at her. 
 
    Janet gasped. “Oh, I—” She felt embarrassed for saying it out loud, but she also felt liberated, since Alexei had told her to do it. Following his orders took the shame away from it. “—I want, I want you to—oh god please let me come, please, Alexei, I want it so badly, please!” 
 
    He hummed against her skin, pleased, and then he was sucking on her clit and sliding a couple of fingers into her, curling them, intensifying the pleasure. Janet cried out, her body seizing up as she came, feeling like she’d been electrocuted but only with pleasure. It was overwhelming and yet she never wanted it to end. 
 
    Alexei pulled away again, wiping at his mouth, winking at her. “Tell me how you feel.” 
 
    “Good,” she whispered, pulling him towards her. “So good.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want…” She swallowed. “I want you to get inside me. I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    She felt herself blushing, but Alexei just kissed her softly. “Very good.” 
 
    She shivered at the praise, and then they were finished getting their clothes off and he was looming over her on the bed, kissing down her body, licking and sucking at her breasts, making her cry out even more. God, she’d never wanted anyone this badly, ever, she was going to lose her mind, she needed— 
 
    “I’ll give you what you need, don’t worry,” Alexei said, soothing her. He spread her legs and grabbed his cock, pulling a condom out of his wallet. “You’re so beautiful like this, Janet, fuck, you’re gorgeous.” 
 
    “Please, get inside me,” she begged. It felt like words were almost beyond her. “Alex…” 
 
    He slid into her slowly, inch by inch, probably afraid of hurting her. She almost wanted to buck up and take him in all at once, but she forced herself to wait, to let him do this so that she wouldn’t end up regretting it later. 
 
    Oh, fuck, he was wide, stretching her, filling her, and she shook uncontrollably as he pushed up against her most sensitive parts of her. She wrapped her legs around him, urging him on as he bottomed out inside of her, groaning into the skin of her neck. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, please, like that…” 
 
    Alexei braced his hands on either side of her head and began to thrust. He was slow at first, but then began to move faster, faster, harder, changing the angle minutely until he reached a spot that made her cry out, made her body go liquid and golden, and then he was hitting that again and again. She couldn’t stop herself from crying out, from moaning, from whimpering and begging, and Alexei was soothing her the whole time. He intertwined their fingers, pinning her down a little, and that sent a whole new thrill through her as he steadily pushed her closer to the edge. 
 
    His cock was dragging against what felt like the soul of her nerves, against her clit from the inside and against other, deeper places, grinding and rolling his hips so that she was feeling him everywhere. The slick feeling of him sliding in and out sped up, until it felt like she was on a knife’s edge, until she could only seize up and scream his name, until she was pushed over and splashed into a glorious, deep pool of ecstasy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Watching Janet come was like a revelation. Alexei sped up, losing his rhythm, coming hard as he heard her scream his name, as he watched her flushed face go slack with pleasure, as he gave into the rush and came hard. 
 
    Fuck. God. That was—that was everything. 
 
    He carefully rolled off of her so that he wouldn’t crush her, but gathered her to him immediately. Janet curled into him, humming contentedly. “We’re definitely doing that again,” she announced, sounding amused and exhausted at the same time. 
 
    “You need to rest,” he pointed out. He would be happy to go again later, but he wasn’t the one dancing on stage for three hours every night. 
 
    He waited for Janet’s inevitable protest, but when he looked down, he saw that she was asleep. 
 
    Alexei had to cover his mouth to hide his chuckles and keep from waking her. 
 
    He secretly feared that things would be awkward. He’d had one night stands in his time, but he’d never let himself fall for anyone. Not when he was bratva. He’d have to marry for an alliance, or even if he didn’t, he didn’t want to marry someone who wanted him only because of his name and money and position. Usually, this would be the part where he cheerfully and charmingly said his goodbye. 
 
    But now… now he wanted to stay. 
 
    If he’d just wanted a one night stand from Janet, he’d have given up when he’d first met her. She clearly wasn’t interested in that. But he wasn’t either. He’d won her over, and now he intended to keep her. 
 
    But he couldn’t help but fear that in the morning, she wouldn’t want him. 
 
    They slept for a few hours, and honestly, it was the best sleep he’d had in ages. And when he woke up… it felt natural to open his eyes and see Janet there, her eyes closed and face peaceful in sleep. 
 
    He roused her gently. “We should get you back home,” he whispered. “You’ll have morning rehearsal.” 
 
    “Mmm, fair.” Janet stretched lazily. “Is it… is it stupid of me to say that I don’t want to leave you?” 
 
    The smile that spread over his face was dopey and idiotic, he just knew it, but he also didn’t care. “No, it isn’t stupid at all. I feel the same way.” 
 
    Janet blushed, tucking her face into his neck. “Good,” she whispered. 
 
    “Does this mean that I can see you again tonight? Stop by after the show and take you out?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And I could… do that every night, if I wanted?” 
 
    Janet looked up into his eyes. “Yes. If that’s what you want.” 
 
    Alexei kissed her with all the passion that he could muster. At least this one part of his life was going perfectly—and he intended for it to keep going that way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “Somebody had fun last night,” Vicky announced when she had to practically drag Janet out of bed. “What was he like, your admirer?” 
 
    “Honestly?” Janet gave a dreamy smile that she hadn’t even known she was capable of making. “It was amazing. I feel—it’s so stupid but it feels like I understand the white swan’s feelings for the prince for the first time.” 
 
    “Yeah, and then she commits suicide over him, so careful with that,” Vicky added, passing her some water. 
 
    “Always so optimistic.” 
 
    “You didn’t stay up too late?” 
 
    Janet sat up to drink the water. “Nope.” 
 
    “You came in at like, six in the morning.” 
 
    “But I’d already slept.” They’d passed out for a couple hours in the hotel room and then woken up and Alexei had walked her back to her apartment. “We got out of the show at around eleven thirty, then by the time we got to sleep it was one, and then we woke up at five thirty-ish and he walked me back here, and then I went back to bed. Ta-da.” 
 
    Vicky leaned back against the wall, folding her arms. “So, was I right? He’s secretly married or a congressman or something?” 
 
    “No. He’s from out of town, he’s staying with friends and on business. His dad just died so he’s coping with that. He didn’t want to take me back to their place and disturb them so he got us a room.” 
 
    “He just bought you a hotel room? Just like that?” Vicky frowned. “Have you met these friends?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    “Then how do you know he’s not really married or something?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure if he wanted to have a clandestine affair with someone there’s easier people for him to pick than me. He persisted for a couple of weeks and I think he honestly would’ve been fine with just sending flowers and nothing else.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what he wants you to think.” 
 
    “Honestly. You’re so pessimistic.” 
 
    Vicky sighed, her shoulders drooping. “Look, I know that my opinion can be… colored, I guess, from my bad dates.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    “But I do have a good instinct for men, you can’t say that I don’t. I just ignore the warning signals because I’m pathetic and horny.” 
 
    “Ha, ha.” 
 
    “Point is, something seems off about this. I think that you should learn more about him. What does he do for a living? How old is he? That kind of thing.” 
 
    “I think you’re paranoid,” Janet replied. “We talked about our families, we went on a walk, we had sex, it was great. Nothing creepy or weird.” 
 
    “They never seem weird or creepy at first.” 
 
    Janet sighed. Vicky was going to think whatever she wanted to think, regardless of what Janet said, so she might as well ignore Vicky and get on with her day. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised that Sofia’s first question upon seeing her later was, “And how did the date go? Was it worth it?” 
 
    Janet hugged her, then pulled back and nodded. She knew she had a stupid grin on her face but she couldn’t help it. “It was wonderful.” 
 
    She’d never really… well, it wasn’t that she didn’t buy into romance, so to speak. She knew that romance was a thing, that it happened to people. But she’d never really thought of it as something that happened to her. Certainly not suddenly like this. When she’d dared to picture it, she’d seen it as happening later in her life, sometime further down the line. Someone she ran into at a bar, if Vicky ever convinced her to go to one of those. The guy who was always the cashier at the local coffee shop. Perhaps another dancer. 
 
    But this was—this was a whirlwind. This was close to magical. 
 
    Part of her couldn’t help but worry that Vicky was right. That there had to be some kind of catch. Why else, how else, would Alexei be so wonderful? 
 
    Sofia’s face fell a little. “You look worried.” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I’m just—Vicky wants me to stay on my guard. I think she thinks that I’m going to be murdered by him and added to his collection of taxidermized ex-girlfriends or something. Or that he’s secretly married and is going to break my heart.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Sofia replied. “But if you’re really still concerned, why don’t you introduce him to us tonight? We can stop by your dressing room after the show. He’s going to stop by, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes, he said that he would. And we exchanged phone numbers so we don’t have to send notes back and forth through flowers and ushers like it’s the 18th century.” 
 
    Sofia laughed. “Good. Good. I’m looking forward to meeting him. You have good taste, Janet, and you don’t let people in easily. I’m sure that he’s worth it if he got through to you.” 
 
    Janet certainly hoped so. She had less faith in her ability to judge people than Sofia seemed to. But this was possibly one of the best things to happen to her outside of ballet, and she wanted to hold onto it. 
 
    Rehearsal went well. Everyone kept coming up to her and saying there was this extra bit of joy in her steps that day, and Janet knew she was blushing the whole time, but she couldn’t help it. And she supposed that it was better to be complimented and embarrassed over that than be embarrassed because she was having an off day. She was a prima ballerina. She couldn’t afford to have an off day. 
 
    The show went well, or so she thought. She’d never been so nervous. At least before, when she was counting on Hector to deliver the note, she didn’t know when Alexei would be back and so any night could be the night—and that also meant that any night she could be getting her hopes up for no reason. 
 
    But now that she knew he was coming, she knew he’d be watching her and she knew he’d be backstage… 
 
    She was excited to see him and terrified that nothing would measure up to last night. That they’d caught fire and burned out too soon, that they’d never be able to replicate what they’d first had, and would spend forever trying to chase it down again. 
 
    As the audience applauded and the curtain came down, she hurried offstage to get to her dressing room. Sofia was already there, waiting impatiently. “He’s inside!” she whispered. 
 
    Janet opened the door to find Alexei there, sitting in the chair. He smiled at her as she walked over and sat in his lap. “You were divine, as always,” he told her. 
 
    “Divine?” she asked, smiling. “That’s some pretty heavy praise there.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can be overzealous in my compliments. That doesn’t mean that you don’t deserve them.” 
 
    Sofia poked her head in. “Sorry to interrupt—I’m Sofia. I wanted to say hello.” 
 
    Janet stood up, getting off of Alexei’s lap. She felt horribly awkward, like a teenager, caught necking with her beau. She was a grown adult and she could sit on a man’s lap if she wanted to but she couldn’t stop herself from being embarrassed. 
 
    Alexei stood, offering his hand for Sofia to shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet one of Janet’s friends.” 
 
    Sofia smiled nervously at him. Janet wasn’t surprised. Alexei was intimidating in his manner. She wouldn’t be surprised if he turned out to be the heir to some rich shipping company or something—he just had that air, that sense that he was used to getting his way and ordering people around. 
 
    He never ordered her around, though, at least outside the sanctity of the hotel room. That was important. In fact, she felt like if she wanted to, she could order him around and he wouldn’t mind at all. That he’d do whatever she asked of him. 
 
    It was a thrilling feeling, knowing that such a powerful man would listen to her, would turn that power over to her. It made her feel powerful in turn. 
 
    “She tells me good things about you,” Sofia said, stammering a little. “Anyway, I don’t want to keep you two, I’m sure you have plans. I’ll see you tomorrow, Janet?” 
 
    “Yeah, are you and Vicky going out?” 
 
    “I think so. I know she’ll want to.” Sofia smiled at her. “Have a good night.” 
 
    She slipped out of the room. 
 
    “That was—odd.” Alexei frowned after her. “Is she shy?” 
 
    “A little, yeah. My friend Vicky, she’s also my roommate? She does most of the talking.” It wasn’t like Sofia to be quite that nervous, though. Perhaps she should ask her about it later. 
 
    Then Alexei turned to her and pulled her into his arms, and all thoughts of anything else, including Sofia, fell out of her head. “You should get out of your costume,” he warned, kissing her lightly on the cheek. “I’d hate to ruin it because I couldn’t keep my hands off you.” 
 
    “Tough talk,” Janet shot back, but she stepped away and began taking off her costume. “Maybe I had something in mind.” 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” 
 
    Janet finished working her costume off, leaving her in just her leotard and tights. 
 
    Then she sank to her knees. 
 
    Alexei made a choked-off noise and Janet felt another rush of power, smirking up at him. 
 
    Oh, this was going to be fun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Alexei had known that Janet was unpredictable. But even that hadn’t accounted for this. 
 
    Janet slid her hands up his thighs, nosing along the seam of his pants. He was starting to get hard just having her near, just thinking about what she was going to do. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he managed, his voice a low rumble. He knew that she hadn’t been in any strong relationships, that she might not be super experienced at this. 
 
    “Yes,” Janet assured him. She looked simultaneously nervous and determined. “Just tell me what you like.” 
 
    He remembered that from last night. All right. He could certainly do that. 
 
    He slid his hand around to cradle the back of her head as she mouthed at him through his pants, making them feel uncomfortably tight. He shifted, falling back into the chair and spreading his legs. “It’ll be easier this way,” he promised, shuddering as Janet undid his pants. 
 
    “Yes, work that down for me. Take your time, go nice and slow.” He didn’t want this to be over too quickly. 
 
    He lifted his hips so that Janet could work his pants down, his cock rising to almost full hardness as she took him in hand. This she seemed confident in, stroking him, toying with the foreskin, having learned how to touch him last night. She licked delicately at the head, like a cat with cream, and a groan reverberated in his chest. Janet did it again, this time along the slit, going more slowly, and Alexei’s breath was punched out of him. 
 
    Janet hummed, swirling her tongue around this time. “You’ll want to… to go slow,” he ordered. “Relax so you don’t choke.” 
 
    She gave him a look that clearly said no shit, Sherlock and then licked a long stripe up the underside of his cock before starting to suck at the head. 
 
    “Yeah, just like that,” he ordered, sinking further back into the chair. “Get your tongue under the foreskin there—yes, fuck yes, like that.” 
 
    Janet flushed pink with pleasure at the praise, slowly starting to work more of him into her mouth, sinking further down, her hand at the base working up and down with a little twist of her wrist now and again. Alexei thrust his hips shallowly in time with her, trying not to choke her or hurt her. Janet hummed appreciatively, then swallowed. 
 
    Alexei swore, struggling to keep from thrusting up too hard, the movement making her tighten around him. Janet did it again, sinking down as far as she could go and then swallowing, then slowly drawing herself back up with her tongue dragging along the underside. 
 
    He was almost glad that they weren’t in a hotel room, otherwise he would’ve been torn on whether he wanted her to keep going so that he could come or whether he wanted her to stop so that he could fuck her. 
 
    Janet seemed determined to see this through, though. Alexei couldn’t help but wonder if she was making up for lost time, this adventurous streak coming out in her after being unable to focus on other things for so long because of her dancing. 
 
    Then she started to move faster and he wasn’t about to think about anything other than how goddamn good it felt. 
 
    Janet relaxed her throat, letting him just thrust up into her mouth, and he just about lost his mind. It was all that searing heat, that pressure, the feeling of being surrounded, and her tongue wouldn’t stop moving, toying with him, oh god he wasn’t—he was going to— 
 
    Alexei bit down hard on the inside of his cheek to silence his groan as he came. He didn’t want Janet to get in trouble or get any kind of reputation. 
 
    Janet pulled back, some of it landing on her face as she unsuccessfully tried to swallow all of it, wiping at her mouth. Alexei laughed softly, grabbing her a couple of tissues from the box on the counter. “I’m so sorry, I should’ve given you better warning.” 
 
    “You’re fine,” Janet replied, laughing as she cleaned herself up. “I doubt I would’ve done any better if you had.” 
 
    He pulled her up onto his lap, uncaring about the mess, and kissed her. “That was amazing.” 
 
    Janet blushed, her hands twisting together in her lap. “Are—you’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” He remembered how much Janet liked praise. “You were perfect. You looked so pretty like that, your lips all stretched around me.” 
 
    He lifted her up, helping her stand and then spinning her around so that she had to brace her hands on the counter. He kissed along her neck, his hands sliding down to her thighs to spread them. “And I think such good behavior should be rewarded.” 
 
    Janet moaned a little as he slowly worked the straps of her leotard down off her arms, kissing her shoulders and down her spine as he peeled it off her, letting it fall to the floor. He worked her tights down next, delighting in the way that she shivered as he got them around her ankles. 
 
    “Playing with fire here, aren’t you, Miss Wong?” he teased, kissing just below her ear, his hands roaming up and down her legs, over her stomach, up to her breasts. 
 
    “Why, you going to burn me?” she replied, her voice breathy but challenging. She pushed back into him, grinding against him. 
 
    Nobody back home would’ve ever dared to talk to him like this, even just for sex. Back home he was bratva—more than that, he was the head of a family. He was too dangerous to be teased. 
 
    But Janet saw that danger and she embraced it, pushed at it, dared it. She teased it, knowing he wouldn’t actually hurt her. 
 
    He’d never met anyone who challenged him like that and met him as an equal, and he never wanted to let her go. He never wanted her to look at him, treat him, any differently. To Janet he wasn’t some boss, he was just Alex. 
 
    It made him want to give her the world. 
 
    His hand slid between her legs, his finger dragging through her folds, finding her wet and slick. “Never,” he whispered, answering her earlier question. Janet would always be safe with him. 
 
    Janet gasped as he started to work his finger inside of her, shaking. Alexei loved being the one to make her like this, to drive her crazy like this. “Yeah, you like this don’t you? You like that I’m a little dangerous?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Janet admitted, moaning as he rubbed his thumb over her clit. “J-just a little.” 
 
    “Mmm, just a little?” He kept it to just one finger, working it in and out of her slowly, not giving her the speed or pressure he knew that she’d really need. “I think you like it more than that. I think you like it a lot.” 
 
    Janet squirmed, trying to get more, to take him in deeper and get him to touch her the way that she wanted him to. Alexei wrapped an arm around her waist, holding her against him and preventing her from moving. Janet made a desperate noise in the back of her throat. 
 
    That was something else he loved—she didn’t have a ton of experience with this and so she was wonderfully sensitive and impatient. He loved being able to drive her crazy like this. 
 
    He also looked forward to teaching her how to hold out, until he could tease her for ages, until he could keep her on edge forever, making it a challenge to see how long she’d hold off before she started begging. 
 
    Alexei added a second finger, curling them, and Janet sighed into it. “You know, I’m starting to think you want something,” he mused, keeping his voice low, his lips brushing against the shell of her ear. “Do you want something, darling?” 
 
    He thought she might object to the pet name. Janet didn’t strike him as someone who was terribly sappy. But she shuddered in pleasure, her hips trying to rock into his fingers, only his arm at her waist preventing her. “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    “What is it? You have to tell me or I can’t give it to you.” 
 
    “I want you to t-touch me,” she got out. He could feel the warmth of her skin as she blushed. 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed. I like hearing you tell me what you want. I want to make you feel good. You feel perfect, all tight around my fingers like this. You’re so wet for me, I love it. Tell me exactly what you want. Where you want me to touch you.” 
 
    “I want you to touch my clit,” she gasped. “I want—I want another finger, I want more, I need more, I want you to make me come.” 
 
    “Good girl,” he praised, kissing her jaw. Janet shuddered in response, a tiny little whine escaping her as he kept up his slow rhythm, corkscrewing his fingers in and out of her. “I think that deserves a reward.” 
 
    He added a third finger and sped up but tried not to go too quickly. He didn’t want to hurt her. Janet made another sound and he let go of her waist, putting his hand over her mouth instead. Just in time—he started rubbing her clit and she cried out, the sound muffled by his hand. He started to fuck her in earnest, his whole hand becoming slick with her, as Janet started to make loud ah, ah, ah noises with every thrust. 
 
    God, she was so gorgeous like this, she was hot and tight and perfect, her hips thrusting into him, shaking, and fuck he was definitely fucking her later tonight, and she was biting his hand and letting out a sob and coming, coating his hand, her knees buckling. 
 
    He supported her, keeping her from falling as she sagged. “You okay there?” he whispered, teasing. 
 
    She gave a breathless laugh. “I’d say I’m better than… just okay.” 
 
    He moved back to the chair, letting her settle on his lap. Janet curled into him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I was thinking we could go on a walk, see all the sights, be tourists,” he mused. “You’re only in New York once and all that.” 
 
    She laughed. “I think that’s a great idea.” She paused for a moment, thinking. “It’s funny how in a way tourists almost see more of your city than you do, because you take it all for granted and you’re like, I can see it another time, or you just walk by without thinking.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” He smiled down at her. “So, what do you think? We go play tourist for the night?” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    Alexei held her tightly. For once he didn’t have to think about his father, or the business, or any of the other concerns plaguing him. He just was a man, with a woman, having fun. Being himself. 
 
    He never wanted to let go of that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    The next few weeks, Janet kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Something had to give. Alexei felt… not too good to be true, no. He wasn’t perfect. He had that dangerous air about him, he could sometimes be a little too controlling, he was overprotective, and there were cultural differences between a Russian and a Chinese-American that could be hilarious or annoying depending on the day. 
 
    But he just… fit her, so well. It felt like they were two puzzle pieces that had fallen into place, that had just been waiting for one another. It was not so much being blinded by love as looking at him and going oh, there you are. I’ve been waiting for you all along. 
 
    She liked to think that she fit him, too. There were times where he looked at her and it genuinely took her breath away, the expression on his face and in his eyes. Like he was gazing at the stars, at something wondrous and beautiful and breathtaking. 
 
    Janet had been admired for her dancing, especially since her debut as the black and white swans. She could understand why people would admire her skill in that even if the attention was a bit overwhelming at times (the day she learned that someone wanted to interview her for Vanity Fair, she’d almost thrown up with nerves). But for someone to look at her like she’d hung the moon? She didn’t even know where to start with that. 
 
    She could only hope that meant that he was in love with her the way that she was in love with him. 
 
    Sundays were her only days off. Her trainers insisted that she not do any dancing on that day and that she sleep in and avoid strong physical activities. Those were the days Alexei took her to the theatre, to the museums, to the park. Sometimes they would just sit in a library and read next to each other, or find a coffee shop and sit and talk for hours. 
 
    That day, though, Alexei seemed a little nervous. He kept glancing at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. They went to the outdoor ice skating rink that had just opened now that winter was here, and she knew—from previous conversations—that Alexei was a good ice skater. Practically had to be, he said, if he wanted to call himself Russian. 
 
    But he kept nearly tripping over his own feet and twice he almost ran into someone. 
 
    At last she grabbed him, tugging at his hands and pulling him off the rink. She could actually figure skate pretty well, since in some ways it was very similar to ballet, but today she’d just been gliding slowly around, avoiding strenuous activity like her trainers said. 
 
    “All right,” she told him. “What is it? What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Alexei stared at her with that breathless expression on his face, his blue eyes boring into her. “It’s just…” 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her passionately, his arms wrapping around her waist. Janet kissed him back, delighted and a little surprised but responding naturally at this point. Kissing Alexei was becoming as much of a habit as her dancing, and just like her dancing, she never wanted to give him up. 
 
    “I love you,” Alexei whispered. “That’s—it’s all I can think about lately and I wanted to say it properly but I—I’ve never felt this way before.” His accent was thicker, the way it got when he was emotional. “I’m in love with you, Janet Wong. I just want to say it whenever I look at you—I love you.” 
 
    Heat pricked at her eyes and she realized with horror and amusement that she was about to start crying. It was like the love she felt was an immense wave bearing down on her and she could only stand there, overwhelmed, waiting to be swept away. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered in return. It felt like something sacred that had to be whispered, especially in such a public space. “Sometimes I get scared and I think that you’re too good to be real, that we work too well to be real, but I do. I love you, Alex.” 
 
    Alexei’s smile was warm and bright, making him look soft in a way that—Janet realized with a start—he only looked with her. The predator receded and the sweet puppy came out. 
 
    “I didn’t come here thinking…” He shook his head. “Some people in my life have made it… well, we’re rather old fashioned in some ways and it was expected that I would get married soon. But I didn’t come here trying to fall in love. I didn’t think that I would ever find anyone. And yet… here you are.” 
 
    Janet had to laugh at that, feeling light as a feather. “I’ve never—this has never happened to me before. I thought that it might never, or that if it did it would be years from now. And yet.” She repeated his words back to him, reaching up to run her hand through his hair and cup his jaw. “Here you are.” 
 
    They kissed again, and kept kissing until some kids bumped into them, causing them to break apart and laugh. “Perhaps I should walk you home,” Alexei pointed out. “It’s getting late.” 
 
    They took off their skates and walked back to her apartment. Janet felt like she was floating. She was loved. She was a woman in love. 
 
    It was the best feeling in the world. 
 
    When she entered the apartment, she couldn’t wait to tell Vicky. “Vicky!” she called, taking off her scarf. “Vi—Sofia!” 
 
    Sofia was sitting on her bed, Vicky there as well. Both looked serious. 
 
    Janet frowned. “Is everything okay?” Was something wrong with Sofia or Vicky’s family? Was someone in the company hurt? 
 
    Vicky gave Sofia an encouraging nod. Sofia took a deep breath. “Janet… there’s something I have to tell you about Alexei.” 
 
    “Wh—what do you mean?” 
 
    Sofia looked up into Janet’s eyes. Janet had never seen her friend look so serious, or so scared. “I wondered if I should tell you this. Because you were so happy. And maybe I was wrong. But when I saw him—I contacted my family back in Russia to be sure. 
 
    “Janet… Alexei’s not just a businessman. Do you know anything about his family or his past? Or his work?” 
 
    “I know plenty,” Janet replied, angry—but also scared. She knew about his family… as in, his relationship with his parents. She didn’t actually know what Alexei did for a living. She knew the important things, like his thoughts on life and his favorite food growing up and how he had always wanted a brother and how he was irrationally scared of clowns. 
 
    But some of the actual facts of his life, she realized, she didn’t know at all. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” she demanded. 
 
    “Janet… Alexei is Alexei Vanin. As in, the new head of the Vanin crime family in Russia. He just took over after his father died. He’s bratva. Mafia.” 
 
    The room swayed slightly. “Whoa, there,” Vicky said, jumping up and grabbing a hold of Janet to keep her standing. “Here, c’mere.” She helped Janet to sit down. 
 
    “He’s—he can’t be.” She felt stupid, like she would’ve known that, like she should’ve known that. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Sofia nodded. She looked terribly sad. “I’m so sorry, Janet. But he’s a dangerous man. Very dangerous.” 
 
    She couldn’t quite believe it. The mafia, the idea of it, that was something for the movies. Something she thought of as long gone. Al Capone, for example. But for it to still exist, here, today? For her to be—in love with, dating, someone who was apparently a powerful member of it? 
 
    “What does that mean, that he’s the head of a crime family?” 
 
    “It means that he’s very powerful,” Sofia warned. “He’s rich, and he can make people disappear without a trace if he wants to.” 
 
    Janet thought that she might throw up. It wasn’t that she felt unsafe now. She’d known from the moment she’d laid eyes on him that Alexei was dangerous. It was impossible not to notice that about him. But he’d never been a danger to her. She felt safe with him. 
 
    No, what upset her was what else he might be doing. How he earned his money, the things he did when he wasn’t around her. Was he a murderer? Did he hurt people? Was he drug running? 
 
    “Oh, honey.” Vicky hugged her tightly. “I know it’s hard.” 
 
    “I talked to Vicky first,” Sofia said apologetically. “I wanted to make sure that it was the right thing to tell you. I wondered if you already knew.” 
 
    “No. I had no idea.” Anger bubbled up in her, replacing the fear. “He said that he loved me. How could he say that and not tell me?” 
 
    “He probably thought that you wouldn’t understand,” Sofia pointed out. 
 
    “Or he was planning on going back to Russia and never seeing you again so what would be the point,” Vicky added. 
 
    “Vicky!” Sofia scolded. 
 
    Had Alexei been lying? Had he really loved her or was this all some vacation fun for him before he went home and got back to his business of murdering people? She looked over at Sofia, hoping for some kind of guidance. 
 
    Sofia sighed. “I—I can’t say if he’s lied to you or not, Janet. Only he can answer that. But it could be that he didn’t tell you what he was because—because even nowadays, most bratva marriages are arranged ones. They’re alliances. They’re not for love. In a way,” she laughed a little at the irony, “the royal families of today have more freedom in who they marry than bratva do. Royal families are often not how governments are run nowadays, that is not where the power lies, so they can marry a commoner. But in the bratva world, each family is only as strong as its leader and is alliances with other families. It’s like the medieval world still, almost.” 
 
    “My god.” Janet exhaled, then inhaled, trying to remember how to breathe. “So, what, you think that maybe he does love me but can’t actually marry me so he didn’t bother telling me the truth about who he is?” 
 
    “Perhaps. It’s just a theory. Or maybe he thought that you wouldn’t accept that part of him.” 
 
    “Hell no, she won’t, he’s a criminal,” Vicky said. 
 
    “Do not say that in front of him!” Sofia replied, her face draining of color. “It is very insulting to call a bratva a criminal, especially a leader. They consider themselves to be above such things. Criminals are people who break into houses, they are people who murder their spouses, or hold up banks. They think that they are more organized and subtle than that. More sophisticated.” 
 
    “And are they?” 
 
    “It’s a matter of opinion. In Russia, they are a part of our lives. Most of us fear them but we cannot get rid of them and many of us also need them.” Sofia shrugged. “I suppose that it’s a matter of your conscience.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s not ominous at all.” 
 
    “I’m scared for you,” Sofia admitted. “I think that you could be in danger.” 
 
    “Alex won’t hurt me.” She knew that, beyond a shadow of a doubt. “If anyone should be worried it’s him, because I’m going to kick his ass for lying to me about this.” 
 
    “But if you’re a part of that world…” Sofia shook her head. “Your whole life changes. It’s not the same at all anymore. And the things that they do—I don’t want you to be a part of that. Or at least… not a part of it without knowing that’s what you’re a part of. 
 
    “And you are clearly important to him. I don’t doubt that he cares about you in his own way. If he has any enemies who find out about you, they will take you to try and get even with him or get him to do what they want. You have to be careful.” 
 
    Janet hadn’t even thought about that. Clearly there was a lot that she didn’t know about the criminal underworld—and for good reason, since she wasn’t a part of it! 
 
    She felt sick. “I—I have to talk to him.” 
 
    “At least have some water first,” Vicky said. “You look like you’re going to faint.” 
 
    “I think I might,” Janet admitted. She took a deep breath. “I have to talk to him about this.” 
 
    “What if he gets angry?” Vicky asked. “Do you need us to be there?” 
 
    Janet shook her head. “No. This is between us. And I know that he won’t hurt me. If he gets angry, I’ll get right angry back. He knows I’m not some wilting flower.” 
 
    “All right,” Vicky said, but she still sounded doubtful. 
 
    “Please be careful,” Sofia cautioned. “I know that you trust him but the bratva aren’t like the rest of us. I don’t want him to hurt you.” 
 
    “He won’t.” If anything, Alexei should be scared of her. She was going to tear him a new one. How dare he lie to her, how dare he say that he loved her and yet keep this from her? 
 
    She stood up. “I’m going to talk to him.” 
 
    Vicky and Sofia exchanged a look. “Are you sure?” Sofia asked. 
 
    Janet nodded. She had to do it now before her courage failed her and her anger died out. She loved him—but she couldn’t believe how betrayed she felt. She’d just confessed her feelings and now the rug was being yanked out from under her. 
 
    How had her world gone from amazing and perfect, how had she gone from floating with happiness, to sunk in despair and hurt, in so short of a time? It felt almost unreal, like a nightmare. 
 
    But then, being in love with Alexei had felt like a dream. Perhaps it was only fair that the pendulum would swing in the opposite direction. 
 
    Either way, though—Alexei Vanin had a hell of a storm coming and its name was Janet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    When Janet asked him to meet her right after he’d left her at her apartment, Alexei knew that something was wrong. 
 
    Had she received bad news about the ballet? Had something happened to one of her friends? 
 
    He honestly wasn’t sure what could have gone wrong, but it had to be important or Janet would have waited until he stopped by to pick her up after her show. They had a routine now and everything—he would send the flowers before the show so that she had them in her dressing room, then stop by in person after the show to pick her up, they would get something to eat at a late-night place, and then have sex at a hotel room before he took her home. He wished that he could spend more time during the day with her, and sometimes they did that as well, but he understood that was the nature of her demanding schedule. Besides, he still had this whole business thing to deal with. He wasn’t in America just to fall in love. 
 
    When he met her at the front door that led up to her apartment, Janet looked—wow. The only word that came to mind was ‘furious.’ 
 
    “When were you going to tell me?” she demanded. 
 
    “Tell you what?” he asked, but the moment she said it, in that tone, with those words, he knew. There was only one secret that he had kept from her, and that was the truth about his family business. He hadn’t known how to bring it up, and he’d been scared that she would leave or judge him—and for once, just once, it had been nice to have someone love him for him, not fear or love or hate or judge him because he was of the Vanin bratva. 
 
    But now she knew, somehow, and it was going to blow up in his face. 
 
    “That you were a part of the…” Janet glanced around and lowered her voice. “…mafia.” 
 
    “How did you find out?” There was no point in lying further and denying it. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Actually, it does. If someone threatened you, if—” 
 
    “It was a… person I know and trust, they recognized you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt them, whoever they are. Only if they tried to hurt you.” Anyone who so much as thought about laying a finger on Janet would come to know the meaning of pain. 
 
    Janet folded her arms. “No. They told me because they were trying to warn me. They were worried that I didn’t know I was dating a—someone dangerous.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ever hurt you.” 
 
    Janet rolled her eyes. “I know that. But you are—you do illegal things. You’re a part of that world, aren’t you? People are scared of you, of what you can do, of what you have done.” 
 
    “I don’t go around shooting people or anything.” 
 
    “But you’re still a part of all of that. You commit crimes for a living.” 
 
    “I’m not some petty criminal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was told you wouldn’t like the comparison.” Janet dropped her arms, sighing, her eyes looking wet. “Why didn’t you tell me? I—you said that you loved me. When you love someone you tell them things like this, you trust them. Was it all a lie?” 
 
    “No!” The word burst out of him and he grabbed her, pulling her into him to hold her. Janet reached up, grabbing fistfuls of his jacket. “No, never, meant every word.” Damn it, he was seriously considering marrying her, he’d never lie about something like this. 
 
    “But you didn’t tell me.” Janet pulled back, two spots of pink high up on her cheeks, betraying her anger. 
 
    “I… I didn’t want you to judge me.” 
 
    “You were scared of that.” 
 
    “It appears I’m more of a coward than I thought I was. At least when it comes to you.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel better? Some romantic gesture? Alex, how can I trust anything you tell me? How long were you planning to keep this up? Until you went home, and then you just… said goodbye and moved on, or until we got married and then hey, surprise honey, or never at all?” 
 
    Alexei opened his mouth, to tell her that of course not—but the truth was that he didn’t know. He hadn’t even let himself think about what would happen when he told her. He’d shoved it to the back of his mind, focused on his father, and enjoying his time with Janet as an escape from that. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “You were… you are, the best part of my life right now. And I—with my father and everything…” 
 
    “This is what you’re taking over. The family business. Because he died.” 
 
    “Yes.” Alexei nodded. “I’m now the head of the family and all that entails.” 
 
    “So when you said that your father wasn’t… the man that you thought he was…” 
 
    “We still understand honor,” Alexei said, surprising himself with the ferocity in his words. “My father—he shipped out the men who disagreed with him here to America, that is if he didn’t have them murdered. He slept with many of their wives, he cheated on my mother, he was a liar—he was nothing like what I thought he was. I’m not like that, I will never be like that. I won’t be cruel or violent like that.” 
 
    Janet nodded. “I… I see. So that’s why you’ve… it makes sense. I wish you’d told me the full truth.” 
 
    In all honesty, he wished that he had too. But… “How? How could I tell you that I was—people don’t understand. You clearly don’t understand, I can see it in how you look at me. I didn’t want you to be ashamed or scared of me. And now…” 
 
    “I would have had a tough time of this no matter what,” Janet said, her voice growing thick, “but at least—I would have appreciated you being honest with me, you trusting me with this. I’m not saying that I don’t know it’s hard, but you didn’t even try. It makes me wonder about what else you might hide from me.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” He honestly couldn’t argue with that. He wanted to in the sense that—he wanted to keep her with him, to keep being with her, and he didn’t want anything to get in the way of that. “Does this mean…” 
 
    “I still love you,” Janet said, looking down at the ground, blushing. She was probably hating herself for blushing right now, Alexei could tell after knowing her—Janet was very embarrassed by how easily her emotions showed on her face. “But I—I need some time. I don’t know how to accept this.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need.” 
 
    “We don’t have all the time,” she pointed out, looking back up to catch his gaze. “You have to go back home soon, don’t you? Your business here is done and if your father was as awful as you say, you need to get back home to stabilize things. I’m sure people would want… revenge, and if he died as quickly as you say, I mean, nobody was prepared for it but that doesn’t mean… they won’t make moves.” 
 
    Alexei wanted to laugh, wanted to say something about how she might not approve of it but she sure knew how to think like a bratva—but then he paused. 
 
    Father had died rather suddenly, hadn’t he? 
 
    And he had died hated… 
 
    “What?” Janet asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing. A business thing.” He did need to get home, and quickly. “It’s nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    “You’re not telling—see, you’re still hiding something from me.” Janet’s fury was back in her voice again. “You were just going to wait forever, weren’t you? And what, come and see me when you could, have me stay here?” 
 
    “Well, there was your career—” 
 
    “Don’t use that as an excuse.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say? I didn’t think that far enough ahead. I loved you, and being with you was the one time I didn’t have to worry about my business, about my family. I didn’t want to bring that into our relationship and ruin it, and so I didn’t. I didn’t know how you would understand and I wanted to keep my escape the way that it was. Around you I could be myself instead of be a leader, I could relax. I felt safe.” 
 
    “I felt safe around you too,” Janet admitted. She gave a small, pained laugh. “You know my friend, the one who told me about you, she worried I wasn’t safe with you. And I remember thinking… that maybe you weren’t safe for anyone else but I was always safe with you. I didn’t doubt that. I don’t doubt it now. But that doesn’t mean—this hurts, that you didn’t even think about telling me. Do you understand—how it makes me feel like I’m not permanent? If you wanted to keep me around in your life I feel like you would’ve thought about the future and about how I would fit into the rest of your life and you—you didn’t. And that hurts. 
 
    “And I don’t—I don’t know what to do with this… this mafia thing. I really don’t. I like to think that you’re—that you didn’t lie to me about who you are. I think that you’re a good person. But that doesn’t change… a guy who robs a bank politely still robs a bank. I don’t know what to do about that. Because I love you, I do, and this doesn’t—this doesn’t change that, and that’s complicated.” She sighed, wiping at her eyes. “It would almost be easier if I could stop.” 
 
    Alexei understood that feeling. His life would be easier if he didn’t love Janet. Not because she wasn’t some powerful bratva leader’s daughter or anything. But she wasn’t a part of their world at all. She didn’t understand, not in the slightest. How was he supposed to reconcile that? How had he ever thought that he could try? 
 
     “Do you need me to give you some time?” he asked. It was the only thing he could think of to give her. 
 
    Janet nodded. “I—I think that would be best.” 
 
    “I can answer anything you want. If you have any questions. You can just call me and ask. I’ll be honest with you.” 
 
    “That’s just the thing—I don’t know. How do I know that you’ll be honest?” 
 
    “You can—I have friends, others, I can put you in touch with them, they know all about me, you can ask them.” He didn’t think that Ivan or Kate would badmouth him, but he was willing to take that risk if it meant that Janet had peace of mind about this whole thing. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Janet said. “Right now I’m—I’m too upset, really, I need time. I need space.” 
 
    “Of course.” He should figure out the truth about his father once and for all. It would give him something to think about, anyway, while he couldn’t be with her. It would keep him from going insane as he thought about what he could’ve done differently with her, what he could do to fix it, if she would still want him. 
 
    “I love you,” he added, just so that she knew. “I know that—it doesn’t fix anything. But I wanted you to remember.” 
 
    Janet nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    She turned and went up the stairs to her apartment, leaving Alexei behind. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    She did the only thing that she could think to do. 
 
    She went home. 
 
    Her parents were surprised to see her. “Janet?” Mom asked, opening the door for her to come in. “Bao bei, what’s wrong?” 
 
    She surprised and alarmed herself by bursting into tears. “It’s nothing,” she croaked out. “Just—just boy troubles.” 
 
    “Oh, no, come here.” Her mother pulled her into a hug. 
 
    Over her mother’s shoulder she could see Dad watching from the doorway to the kitchen. He looked worried—but at the table she could see papers spread out, what looked like lists of bills, number tallies, the checkbook. 
 
    She pulled back, wiping at her eyes. “Is everything okay? Do you guys need me to send some more money?” 
 
    Her parents had always insisted that they could handle themselves, that this was America and not China where it was expected for you to look after your elders. But Janet thought that was a good and fair tradition, and she wanted to give back to her parents for giving her so much. She had no problem taking care of them. 
 
    Mom and Dad looked at each other, and Janet’s blood ran cold. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Dad sighed and gestured for her to sit at the table. She did so, and he took her hands gently in his—hands that were well worn and wrinkled, callused from a life of hard work. 
 
    “Janet… there is something that your mother and I must tell you. And it will be hard for you to hear, but we hope that you will understand.” 
 
    He looked over at Mom, who nodded. 
 
    “You see,” he explained, “we didn’t come to America simply looking for a better life or more opportunities. We were fleeing for our lives.” 
 
    “Your—your what?” Janet’s mind immediately jumped to Mao, to the Red Wave, and to all that had come after. Were her parents political refugees of one form or another? 
 
    “Back in China, I was nobody,” Dad said, “but your mother was very much somebody. She was the heir to a vast fortune and empire—a criminal one.” 
 
    Janet felt like her lungs had been filled with ice. She was a descendant of the Chinese mafia? Could her life get any more weirdly twisted? And here she’d been angry with Alexei for his involvement when she’d been, somehow, a part of it—or rather her parents had—without knowing it? 
 
    “We didn’t want to tell you,” Mom added. “We didn’t see the point. It was all behind us. I didn’t want to inherit the leadership already, but I was willing to do it for my mother’s sake. Your grandmother was—still is—in charge of a very powerful crime family and she wanted me to succeed her. I was willing to do it for her, so long as I could marry your father. The man I loved. 
 
    “But my mother forbade it and so we decided to flee. I wouldn’t have a life that I disliked and marry a man that I disliked on top of it all. But your grandmother was furious. She would kill us if she found us. So we had to go all the way here.” 
 
    “We had nothing to do with that part of our lives once we got here,” Dad said. “We were honest people who worked honest jobs. And so we thought… why burden you with such sadness when it would never affect you?” 
 
    “But it has,” Janet said. “Something has happened or you wouldn’t be telling me all this. Has grandmother died?” 
 
    “I wish,” Mom said bitterly, and that told Janet all she needed to know about her grandmother. To wish ill upon one’s parents was almost unthinkable in Chinese culture. Janet had been raised in America, in a diverse neighborhood with many cultures, but she understood the importance of that—for her mother who had been raised in China and in that culture exclusively to say that… her grandmother must be an awful person indeed. 
 
    “No,” Dad said, sighing. “One of the people from our past has run into us here. One of your grandmother’s old lackeys. He was never very powerful, but he can go to your grandmother and tell her where we are. She will send people for us.” 
 
    “They’ll take you back to China?” 
 
    “No.” Mom’s voice was sharp. “They’ll kill us, and force you to go back to China. You are young. She’ll think you can be groomed as her heir.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Janet snapped, standing. “I’m not giving up my life or my career.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’d give you much of a choice,” Dad said sadly. 
 
    “So now we have to pay this—this blackmailer,” Mom spat the last word. “Or he’ll tell on us.” 
 
    “He told you this?” 
 
    Her parents nodded. 
 
    “He seems to think that we stole money from my mother when we fled, to support ourselves.” Mom rolled her eyes. “As if we’d be living in this neighborhood if we had that kind of money.” 
 
    Janet probably didn’t have the kind of money that this man was looking for, either. But she did know someone who was used to the mafia world, who would have a good idea of what to do to help her. “Can you show me a picture of him or give me a name?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dad said slowly. “Why? You aren’t going to confront him, are you? That would be far too dangerous.” 
 
    Janet shook her head. “I know someone who might be able to help us.” 
 
    Her parents exchanged glances. “You… know someone in the mafia?” 
 
    “The Russian mafia,” Janet admitted. “That’s why I came here. I found out what he was and I—I couldn’t accept it. So I wanted… I don’t know. Just to spend some time with you guys and forget about the rest of the world.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that we couldn’t give you the comfort that you needed,” Mom said, smiling sadly. 
 
    “No, please, don’t apologize. I’m glad I came. You wouldn’t have told me about this otherwise, if I hadn’t caught you—would you?” 
 
    Dad shook his head. “No. We were hoping to figure out a way to pay him without letting you know.” 
 
    “We’re a family. I want to help you. You can tell me these things.” 
 
    “How do you tell your daughter that you were once heir to a massive crime family?” Mom asked. 
 
    “…Fair point.” Janet had to admit that would be hard. “But let me talk to my friend. There must be someone he knows or something that he can think of for us to do. I’m sure he’s run into situations like his before.” 
 
    She felt bad, going to Alexei for help after she’d just spurned his way of life. But she could think of no other way to help out her parents and protect them. Alexei had talked about the importance of family. He would understand. 
 
    She hoped. 
 
    “And this friend,” Dad said. “He’ll help you?” 
 
    “I think he will,” Janet said. She left out the part about how Alexei had said that he loved her. One thing at a time, and all that. Besides, it probably wasn’t the best to tell her parents, who’d fled the criminal world, that she was in love with another criminal. 
 
    “Janet,” Mom said slowly, “are you dating this man? Are you in love with him? You’ve never come to us with any ‘boy troubles’ before. Am I wrong to think that he is special to you?” 
 
    Janet shook her head, sinking back into the chair. “You’re not wrong. But how could I agree to be with him when I know what he does?” 
 
    Mom tilted her head for a moment, thinking. Alexei did something similar when he was thinking, Janet remembered. Her heart ached. She missed him. 
 
    “I think for me that would depend on the kind of man he was,” Mom said at last. “Your father, I didn’t care what his profession was. If my mother had allowed me to marry him, he would’ve found some place in our business to make himself useful. And he would have married me even if I did take over the family business. We didn’t care about it one way or the other. What we cared about was being together.” 
 
    “Your grandmother is ruthless,” Dad added. “But not everyone is like her. Your mother met many other families and some of them were worse but some of them were better. If your man belongs to one of the better ones… there are ways of conducting businesses without being an animal.” 
 
    “We want you to be with the person that you love,” her mother insisted. “We can work with the rest.” 
 
    Janet nodded, trying to take it all in. This was so much, it felt like her head was going to spin right off her body. How was she supposed to process all of this? 
 
    One thing at a time, she told herself. Alexei and her relationship with him could wait. Her parents’ safety couldn’t. 
 
    She stood up. “I’ll go and talk to him.” It didn’t matter the late hour—she knew he’d be up. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Dad asked. 
 
    Janet nodded. “Don’t worry about anything. I’ll take care of this.” 
 
    A surge of anger and protectiveness rose up in her as she took in her parents’ scared faces. Nobody was going to hurt her parents. 
 
    Nobody. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Kate was up reading a book when Alexei walked in. She looked up, saw his face, and immediately went, “rough night?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he admitted. 
 
    He should’ve known that Janet would find out about him somehow. He should’ve told her sooner. But he’d been enjoying getting to know her without any of his family business coming into it. 
 
    In Russia, everyone knew who he was. It was impossible to get away from the legacy of his family. And while he was proud of his family and of his life, that meant that he couldn’t get to know a girl without her trying to please him, to agree with everything he said, because if she played her cards right she could be the next Mrs. Vanin. 
 
    Janet hadn’t cared who he was. She hadn’t wanted to marry him for his power and wealth, and she hadn’t been scared of him because of it either. He’d just been Alexei to her. Alex. Her Alex. 
 
    Now that was gone, because she felt lied to. Because she couldn’t understand his world. 
 
    Was it right of him to even ask someone not of the bratva world to understand it? To accept it? Had he been expecting too much of her even in his own heart? Had he been a fool? 
 
    Kate sighed. “You look miserable. C’mere, sit down, tell me about it.” 
 
    Alexei wouldn’t normally talk about such intimate things with a woman he’d only known for a month or so, but he trusted Kate. She was a sharp woman, and a good one. And he needed to talk to somebody about it. Mother was across the sea and Father was dead—and now he shuddered to think about confiding in his father about anything. 
 
    “What’s got you down?” Kate asked. 
 
    “It’s going to sound stupid.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Alexei sighed. “A girl.” 
 
    He told her, in brief, the story—how he had fallen for Janet through her dancing and then through getting to know her, how they’d been going out, how well everything had been, and then how her Russian friend had recognized him and, understandably worried for Janet, had told her his true identity. 
 
    “Now she doesn’t agree with me and is angry with me.” 
 
    Kate hummed. “Well, I can see why she’s upset about you lying to her. Telling a girl you’re in the mafia isn’t exactly a first date kind of thing but after you’ve been dating for a month and seeing each other so much… yeah, you had a lot of opportunities to bring it up.” 
 
    “I was enjoying how things were too much,” Alexei admitted. It was selfish of him, yes, but true. 
 
    Kate put her book down. “I think if you explain your reasoning, she’ll understand. But you’ll have to promise to be honest with her from now and on and you might have to be especially honest with her for a while, just to help her overcome her trust issues. You might have to share more with her about your… business activities than you’d normally be comfortable with.” 
 
    Alexei nodded. He could understand that. “How do I go about—” 
 
    He was going to say apologizing, but then his phone rang. 
 
    He pulled it out of his pocket. 
 
    It was Janet. 
 
    His heart leapt into his chest. “Janet?” he said, answering. 
 
    Kate’s eyes went wide and gleeful. “That’s her?” she mouthed. 
 
    Alexei nodded. 
 
    On the phone, Janet said, “Hey, Alex… can I—I was hoping… could we meet? At the—the place where we first—where we had our first date?” 
 
    “The Chinese place? Of course.” Janet sounded like she was trying not to cry. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “I’ll explain it in person. But if you could come… I know it’s asking a lot but I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “Of course.” He’d do anything for her. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Kate declared as he hung up the phone. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because in my experience, you bratva boys aren’t the best at talking to upset women.” Kate winked at him and stood up. “C’mon, Romeo, let’s get your coat.” 
 
    When they got to the eatery, Janet was already there. She was sitting by herself in the back, away from the window, which made Alexei’s heartrate pick up. Janet liked people watching. She always sat by the window. If she was sitting as far away from it as possible… was she in trouble? Was she hiding from someone? A fan stalking her, perhaps? 
 
    She looked up as Alexei approached, Kate behind him. Janet’s eyes got a little wide, then narrowed. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Kate.” Kate stuck out her hand. Janet shook it, seemingly out of habit. “I’m Alexei’s friend.” 
 
    “She knows the truth, Kate,” Alexei informed her, sitting down across from Janet. 
 
    “Ah. Well, I’m still your friend.” Kate sat down next to him. “I’m just also the wife of a business associate of his, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “Why is she here?” Janet demanded, looking over at Alexei. 
 
    “I thought it might be best if someone else was here,” Alexei explained. 
 
    “In case his attempt at an apology goes tits up,” Kate added cheerfully. 
 
    He glared at her. Kate just smiled unrepentantly. 
 
    Alexei looked over at Janet. “What’s wrong?” he whispered. “Is everything all right? Has anyone hurt you?” If they had, he’d tear them limb from limb. 
 
    Janet shook her head. “It’s—it’s odd, I’m almost embarrassed to tell you.” She gave a weak little laugh. “But on the other hand, perhaps you might understand. You’re the only one who could understand, actually.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He was honestly confused. 
 
    Janet’s hands clenched on the table top. “It turns out… my parents weren’t just hardworking immigrants. I mean, they were, but… they came to America fleeing their family. My mom’s family. My grandmother, she’s one of the biggest crime lords in China, apparently.” 
 
    Alexei stared at her. It was—it was actually kind of funny, in a twisted way. The Chinese mafia was the only mafia that could really take down the Russian mob, in fact they often partnered with Chinese families. China’s power in the economy was continually on the rise. There were a tiny handful of American billionaires. But Asian billionaires? It was absolutely beyond comprehension. 
 
    And those were just the legitimate people who made their money above-board. The ones who made their money through less-than-legal means were just as if not more wealthy, and they had no problem showing it off. 
 
    If Janet was the granddaughter of one of those people, then she was, in fact, more powerful and higher up the mafia social ladder than Alexei was. If she were to marry him it would be considered marrying below her station. In terms of wealth and status, he was a millionaire, she was the owner of Amazon. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Kate had grown up in the Irish mafia, one of the smaller factions. The Italian mafia was still pretty big, at least in Europe, but the Irish mafia was much, much smaller. No wonder Kate’s eyes were currently bugging out—she was realizing she was sitting next to her world’s version of a princess, and she was a lowly knight’s daughter. 
 
    “You’re—do you know her name?” Kate asked. “Your grandmother?” 
 
    “It’ll help,” Alexei added, when Janet’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “I’m not sure how,” Janet replied. “We haven’t had to deal with her yet. But we will, if this blackmailer doesn’t get the money he’s demanded.” 
 
    “You’re being blackmailed?” Alexei practically saw red. His heartbeat pounded in his ears. Blackmailing was… well it wasn’t the lowest of the low. Human traffickers and child molesters had that dubious honor. But everyone hated blackmailers. They were leeches, vampires, parasites. Everybody knew that if you were a blackmailer it meant you had no backbone. No honor. 
 
    And one of these kinds of lowlifes was threatening Janet… 
 
    Oh, he’d find him and make him pay. 
 
    “My parents are,” Janet explained. “They were forbidden to marry. My mother was the heir to her mother’s empire, and I’m guessing that my grandmother wanted her daughter to marry someone else from another important family, secure an alliance or something. My mom said she would’ve been fine inheriting so long as she got to marry my dad, but when grandma said no… that was the last straw. They fled here, changed their names, had me, and they’ve been legitimate ever since. But they ran into someone from the old days who recognized them. He’s threatening to tell my grandmother if they don’t pay up—and my mom said—she said that if my grandmother found out, she’d kill my parents and drag me to China.” 
 
    Kate glanced over at him. Alexei swallowed, struggling to get his breathing under control. If a single person hurt Janet, if they attacked her, hurt her family, did anything— 
 
    “Alex?” Janet asked softly, her gaze searching his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He reached out and took her hand. “I—the thought of anyone doing something like that to you—” 
 
    Janet blushed fiercely and looked down. “I—I don’t want to take advantage of you. I know that we—that I need to take some time and adjust to… to what I know about you, now.” She gave a hollow little laugh. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? I got all angry with you for being, what’s the word you used? Bratva, and now here I am, the same as you. I just didn’t know it.” 
 
    “You didn’t grow up in it,” Alexei told her. “It’s not the same. You are innocent.” 
 
    Telling someone that they ‘didn’t grow up in it’ might be considered an insult if it was said to most of the bratva that Alexei knew. Family was family was family, and there was no escaping it. To suggest that someone was an outsider was a huge offense. But Janet didn’t care about that. She didn’t see it that way. She’d thought that she was a good person, she wanted to be a good person, and right now for her that meant not having anything to do with the crimes her grandmother had undoubtedly committed. 
 
    Part of Alexei was, well, thrilled. He couldn’t deny it. He couldn’t stop himself from hoping that maybe, just maybe, now that she knew about her family she would be more inclined to accept Alexei’s life, and want to be a part of it. 
 
    But on the other hand—this might do the opposite. This might make her angrier, might make her want to shut him out. 
 
    But she was coming to him for help… that had to mean something, didn’t it? Surely? 
 
    Mostly, though, he was concerned about her safety. “How much time do we have?” 
 
    “A couple of weeks.” Janet’s mouth twisted in anger and disgust. “He told my parents that he ‘understood’ their situation and so would be ‘generous’ and give them more time.” She practically spat the last few words. 
 
    Alexei couldn’t hide the way his lips quirked upwards. He loved that fire in Janet. He saw it whenever she played the black swan on stage, but it was even better in person, when it was truly her and not her playing a role. 
 
    “What?” Janet asked, catching sight of his expression. 
 
    He shook his head. “Nothing. Only that I admire your ferocity.” 
 
    “I don’t feel very ferocious. I feel stuck.” Janet glanced over at Kate, then looked back at Alexei. “I’m trying to be brave, but… I don’t know what to do. I could possibly pay him off with my money from the performances but… I don’t know. I didn’t know who else I could turn to, who else could understand and I—I know it’s awful of me to ask you to help after I said all those things about you and the mafia and—but I’m—” 
 
    Tears welled up in her eyes and Alexei reached out, cupping her cheek. “No, no, my darling, it’s all right. You should always feel like you can come to me for help.” 
 
    Janet, to his surprise, didn’t object to the pet name. It had slipped out instinctively before he could stop it, and he half expected her to protest, but she said nothing, just tightened her hold on his hand. “I’m sorry. I must seem so… ridiculous for crying.” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” He shook his head. He didn’t want her to feel embarrassed. “This is scary for you.” 
 
    “Is there anything that you can do?” Janet asked. “I thought that maybe… you might have some experience with this. I’m sorry, I don’t want to take advantage of you, but you were the only person I knew that I trusted that might also, I don’t know, have some way, some thoughts… the only person who could do something.” 
 
    He’d do something, all right. He’d make sure that bastard didn’t wake up the next morning. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “You…” Janet looked surprised, blinking. “You will?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you afford that?” 
 
    He didn’t see how it would damage him in any way. Nobody in the Chinese mafia yet knew about this, since it wouldn’t befit the blackmailer to go around gossiping. And nobody in the Russian mafia knew, and he doubted they’d much care. And he wasn’t going to do anything that would end up with him caught and in jail. No. While he was willing to do his own dirty work, especially if his honor called for it, it was usually smarter to find someone else who could do it for him. 
 
    But even if it was a risk… he could afford it. He’d risk everything for Janet’s safety. 
 
    Alexei realized, with a kind of sinking feeling, like he was falling into deep water, that he’d give up anything and everything for Janet. So long as she was safe and all right, he’d do anything for her. 
 
    He probably should just marry her, honestly. 
 
    …and now that he had that idea in his head it certainly wasn’t going to go away easily. 
 
    One thing at a time, Alexei reminded himself. He had to help Janet get rid of this parasite. 
 
    “I can,” he confirmed for her. “But even if I couldn’t, Janet, I’d do it.” He squeezed her hand. “I’d do whatever it took to keep you safe. Just give me the name of this person and I’ll arrange everything. It’ll be all dealt with. You don’t have to worry about a thing.” 
 
    He looked over at Kate. “Perhaps you could help her?” he asked. 
 
    Kate’s family had been betrayed by one of her father’s lieutenants. She’d lost one of her brothers, and the other had nearly died. She’d nearly died, in fact, before Ivan came in and saved her. Apparently, the story was told in organized crime circles around the city as some kind of romantic fairy tale. 
 
    It figured that would be the kind of love story that mobsters saw as ‘fairy tale,’ but Alexei didn’t really have a right to judge. 
 
    If anyone could understand the fear of losing a family member, it would be Kate. She’d had to live for weeks with the fear that someone could find a way to finish the job of assassinating her brother. Now Janet was in a similar position. 
 
    “Of course,” Kate said. She smiled at Janet. “How about you and I have something to eat while Alexei handles this?” 
 
    Janet chewed on her lip. “I—sorry, it’s just… I’m used to handling things on my own. I hate being the damsel in distress here.” 
 
    “We all have moments of being the damsel,” Kate replied. She winked at her. “You should hear about the time I had to kick a guy’s ass to save Ivan’s life.” 
 
    “That’s not how he tells the story,” Alexei pointed out. 
 
    “Of course it’s not,” Kate said breezily. “Now, let us have our girl time, Alexei, and you handle this.” 
 
    Alexei wanted to reach over, to kiss Janet, but he was painfully aware that she was only coming to him because she needed help. She wouldn’t actually want to see him if it weren’t for the lives of herself and her family being at stake. 
 
    So he just squeezed her hand a final time and then stood up. “It’ll all be taken care of, Janet. I promise. I’ll let you know when it’s done.” 
 
    She nodded at him, then offered up a tentative smile. Alexei smiled back, trying to be reassuring, then walked outside. 
 
    Through the window he could see Kate move around to sit next to Janet, and then call to the owner to bring them something. Janet slumped down and Kate put an arm around her, apparently comforting her. 
 
    Sometimes, Alexei thought, only a fellow woman could provide the right comfort. Just as there were times he wanted to go to one of his male friends instead of his mother for commiseration. He told himself that he would’ve let Kate comfort Janet anyway while he dealt with this even if he and Janet weren’t sort of on the outs. 
 
    But they were on the outs. Janet didn’t accept his life, even if she unfortunately needed his help in this matter. And that made jealousy claw at the inside of his lungs as he watched Kate talking with Janet, rubbing her back, helping her. 
 
    He wanted to be the one doing that. 
 
    But he knew Janet wouldn’t accept it. 
 
    Instead, he placed a call to Ivan, who connected him with Pavel, Ivan’s most trusted lieutenant, who got him the name of a guy who was helpful in these sort of situations. 
 
    “What would you recommend?” Alexei asked. 
 
    The man on the other end of the line paused. “Well, you want to make it look like it wasn’t a hit, sir, of course. Discretion is best in matters of blackmail.” 
 
    Right. Insubordination could be punished in a dramatic way, so that others would learn their lesson. But a blackmailer being murdered meant that the person being blackmailed had something to hide, and that would bring even more vultures circling. 
 
    “Anyone close to him that we could turn to?” Alexei asked. 
 
    “I’ll make inquiries. He has a wife, no children, few friends. Not a popular guy, apparently.” 
 
    “They rarely are. Try the wife.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “And make the compensation truly worth it.” 
 
    “Of course, sir, as you say.” 
 
    Alexei hung up. He’d be contacted when there was any new information, good or bad. 
 
    Someone was going to help him murder this bastard. He’d do as much searching as it took for that to be accomplished. Janet would be safe. 
 
    He would guarantee that, even if he had to kill the man himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Janet couldn’t relax. 
 
    She trusted Alexei to take care of things. Pay the man off, give him a lucrative job with another family… she wasn’t sure exactly how it would work, but Alexei had told her that he’d dealt with this kind of thing before. He’d said that it was unfortunately a common occurrence in his world. 
 
    That idea alone was enough to make her pace up and down her apartment. Vicky said she was wearing a new hole in the floor but she couldn’t get herself to stop. She couldn’t dance, not outside of scheduled rehearsals and performances or she’d overwork herself and get herself set up for injury. But she couldn’t stop moving, either. She had to do something with this restless energy. 
 
    What was she supposed to do with this? Knowing that Alexei lived in a world full of danger, a world that her parents had specifically had to flee so that they could be together? How could she reconcile her love for Alexei with his life, the life she knew that he wouldn’t leave? 
 
    Of course, she was a bit of a hypocrite. She had protested that she couldn’t agree with this and yet, she was using his services to help her get out of a scrape. It was life or death, and she didn’t know of any other way to save her parents, but that didn’t change the fact that she’d told Alexei she didn’t like what he did and then asked him, specifically, for help with this because of what he did. Thumbing her nose at his work and then using said work to help her… that wasn’t fair. 
 
    Maybe she should apologize and ask him not to do anything. Maybe she should just find a way to handle this on her own. She had a little money saved up from her paychecks, she could see if that would be enough. If her career went the way she wanted it to, she could afford this, at least until she could figure out a more permanent solution… 
 
    “Yo, Janet,” Vicky said. “Your phone’s buzzing.” 
 
    She practically dove for it, making Vicky yelp in surprise. “God, what’s up with you? Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, just, y’know.” Janet answered the phone. “Alex?” 
 
    “Janet.” He sounded hesitant, like he wasn’t sure if he should be calling her. “I wanted to let you know that everything’s taken care of. Your parents won’t be bothered by him anymore.” 
 
    Something in the way that he said that made a shiver trail up her spine. “How has it been taken care of?” she asked, painfully aware that Vicky could hear her side of the conversation. 
 
    There was a pause at the other end of the line, and Janet surprised herself by knowing without seeing him that Alexei was hesitant. “Where are you?” she asked instead. Suspicion was growing, hot and horrible, in her chest and she had a feeling that this conversation needed to be had in person. 
 
    “I’m at my friend’s house, where I’m staying.” 
 
    “I assume this friend is in the same line of business that you are.” 
 
    “…Yes.” 
 
    Of course. Why should it be any different? At least he wasn’t staying with innocent people and dragging them into a mess not of their making. “Give me the address.” They certainly weren’t doing this in public again, or at her apartment with thin walls and a roommate she’d have to kick out. 
 
    The townhouse she ended up at was… it was in a nice part of town, to put it lightly. She hadn’t really imagined criminal types as living in the upper echelons. No matter how rich she was sure they were, she’d always pictured them as living in the darker areas of town, near warehouses, in badly-lit apartments. 
 
    She supposed she had a lot of preconceptions to fix. After all, if she’d been asked to describe what a mob boss was like, she never would’ve pictured someone like Alexei. 
 
    The door was opened by a surprisingly friendly looking man. He looked about as surprised to see her as she did to see him. “Um… hi, is Alexei here?” 
 
    The man grinned. “You must be Janet.” 
 
    “Ah. Yes.” 
 
    “Pavel.” The man held out his hand for her to shake. “We’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Ivan’s right-hand man, come in.” 
 
    Ivan. That must be the friend that owned this townhouse. ‘Right-hand man’… did Pavel and the others assume that Janet knew, or had known for a while, what Alexei was up to? What his business was? Did they think she approved? 
 
    Pavel led her into a foyer and then up some stairs. “He’s just in there,” he said, indicating what looked to be a bedroom. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Pavel smiled at her in a way that made him look puppyish. Janet never would’ve taken him for a mafia type either. It looked like she was going to have to seriously change her perspective on a few things. 
 
    But did that really excuse the type of crimes that these people committed? How did she know that Alexei and his friends weren’t mixed up in truly awful things like… like human trafficking, or something? 
 
    Janet tried to ignore the twisting in her stomach as she pushed through the slightly-open door and into the room. 
 
    Alexei was standing by the bed, looking down at some papers he had laid out on it. His head jerked up as she entered and closed the door behind her. “Janet.” 
 
    He crossed over to her, his hands reaching out, and then paused. Unsure if he could touch her. 
 
    Janet swallowed. She wanted to close the distance, to be in his arms, but… how could she do that when she didn’t know how she felt about the rest of his life? About the world that he lived in? The world that she would inevitably have to join if she continued being with him? 
 
    It felt wrong, selfish, to ask him for comfort when she wasn’t able to accept all of him and what he did. 
 
    “You said it was… taken care of,” she said. “How—how did you mean?” 
 
    Alexei stared at her. “What do you think I mean?” 
 
    “I thought you—I wasn’t specific and maybe that’s my fault but I thought… you’d pay him off?” 
 
    “If I paid him off, he only would have come back for more.” Alexei shook his head. “There’s only one way to deal with a leech like that. It’s why blackmailing is such an awful and dangerous business. He would never have left you alone. I couldn’t afford to have that happen to you. To have your life, the life of your parents, tethered to his whim like that.” 
 
    She knew, now, what had been done, but she had do hear him say it. 
 
    “So you killed him.” 
 
    Alexei nodded. 
 
    “How did you even do it?” Janet demanded. “Did you stick his feet in cement shoes and throw him into the river?” 
 
    “That’s an urban legend.” 
 
    “Well I’m having a hard time on what to believe and what not to believe here, Alex.” 
 
    “His wife did it. She poisoned him.” 
 
    Janet gaped at him. “His—his own wife?” How could anybody do such a thing to someone they loved? 
 
    “Not all marriages are happy,” Alexei replied. “He was an unpleasant man. We paid her, she poisoned him, he never suspected a….” 
 
    He stopped, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Alex?” Janet might be angry with him, but the look on his face scared her. He looked like he’d just seen a ghost. 
 
    “I—I understand your anger,” he stammered. “If—if you don’t wish to see me again, I understand.” 
 
    “Alex, what’s wrong?” Her anger at him wasn’t gone, but it was moved to the side a little as she saw how upset he was. 
 
    He sat down heavily on the bed, uncaring that the papers on it got crumpled. “I… I told you that my father was not the man that I thought he was.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Alexei ran a hand through his hair. “I had planned on letting you know that you could ask me anything, anything you wanted to know and I would be honest with you. But I suppose that now I will be telling you most of the things you might want to know about anyway. 
 
    “In my world… I grew up understanding that there was a difference between being bratva and being a common criminal. We conducted things with honor and respect as much as we could. We treated our workers fairly, as if they were family. We protected and stood up for our own. Violence was at times unavoidable, but it wasn’t something I was taught to seek out. 
 
    “I thought that my father was an honorable man, an example of the kind of bratva that I should be. But now I’ve learned that he was actually feared and disliked by many. And then… some people here raised the suggestion that his illness was sudden. It was unexpected, and I realized that—that there were many people who would want him dead.” 
 
    Janet sucked in a breath. “You think—he was murdered?” 
 
    Alexei nodded. “The idea hadn’t occurred to me before because I hadn’t known my father was so hated. I thought that he was well-liked and that no one would have any reason to murder him. But now that I know… my only question was who had done it. Most of the people who had cause to hate him he had arranged to be sent here, to America, out of the way.” 
 
    “One of them could’ve sent an agent. An assassin.” 
 
    Alexei gave her a small, proud smile. “Yes, that’s what I thought. But it would be quite a risk and I wasn’t sure what the person would get out of it other than revenge.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what you all do? Kill each other over revenge?” 
 
    “We’re not the Montagues and Capulets,” Alexei replied. “If we were constantly getting back at each other there wouldn’t be any bratva left. We try to look at it as a business. What’s the point of personal revenge if you don’t gain anything from it? The satisfaction alone is rarely enough. And it would have been risky, as I said. And so who could it be? Perhaps there was someone back home… 
 
    “And then, you asked why the wife, why someone would kill their spouse, and I realized…” Alexei shook his head, as if to clear it of such awful thoughts, and Janet suddenly realized what he was getting at. 
 
    She crossed over to him, wrapping him in her arms, his head resting underneath her chin. Alexei clung to her. 
 
    “You think it’s your mother.” 
 
    “I know it is. I can feel it in my heart.” Alexei’s voice was thick with emotion. “She’s a strong woman, a proud one, and I’ve learned that my father had numerous affairs. He died of illness, of—of poison, the same way that we asked the wife of this blackmailer to dispose of him. It would be difficult to kill my father that way if you were an assassin, unless you found a way to bribe our cook and she has been with the family for years. 
 
    “But for my mother to slip something into a dish she made for him, or to add it to a dish the cook made while I was out on business and wouldn’t be home… it would be easy, so easy…” 
 
    She held him tightly as Alexei shook. He wasn’t crying, not quite, but it felt as if he might as well be. This had to be devastating for him. 
 
    Janet had no doubt that Alexei was a better man than his father. And you didn’t have to be in the mafia in order to have affairs and drive your wife to kill you. Was she really judging him too harshly? 
 
    She didn’t know. The idea of the mafia, of organized crime, went against everything that her parents had taught her. Even though she now understood that it was because of their own experiences, she couldn’t dismiss their warnings, the teachings that she had grown up with, so easily. 
 
    She didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Alexei pulled away, looking up at her. “I must go back,” he said hoarsely. “I have to speak with her about this.” 
 
    “Do you know what you’re going to say?” Janet couldn’t even imagine—the truth about her parents was, honestly, world-shattering, at least for her. But it wasn’t like she’d found out they’d done something horrible. They still loved each other, like she’d always believed. They’d fled to a new country with nothing but the clothes on their backs to protect that love. 
 
    But Alexei… Alexei was realizing that the love he’d thought his parents had didn’t exist. That his mother had done something that most people would call unthinkable, out of grief and rage and feeling scorned. 
 
    She couldn’t even imagine what Alexei was feeling. 
 
    “You do what you have to do,” she told him. 
 
    “But what about you?” Alexei’s eyes gleamed bright as he reached up, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Will you be here when I get back?” 
 
    “You aren’t coming back, are you? You live in Russia.” 
 
    “I’d come back for you.” 
 
    Janet paused. “I—I need to think about this.” Everything was a jumble. 
 
    “I love you,” Alexei told her. “I’ll give you all the time that you need.” 
 
    She didn’t know, honestly, if it would be enough. She didn’t know how she felt. Alexei didn’t seem like a bad person, but she knew that there would be times—and he was still a criminal, even if he felt there was a difference between what he did and ‘common’ criminals. 
 
    How could she trust him not to cross lines that she wasn’t comfortable knowing were crossed? 
 
    She did love him, though. It was like an ocean, drowning her, and she didn’t know which end was up. Before she hadn’t minded. She hadn’t cared, because his love in return was all that she’d needed. 
 
    Now it scared her. 
 
    She pulled away, allowing Alexei to stand. He dropped his hands to her hips, pulling her into him, kissing her deeply. It took her by surprise and she clung to him, letting herself melt into him and indulge in this, in his demanding, glorious touch, just one last time. 
 
    “In case I never get to do that again,” he admitted, his voice rough, his breath hot against her lips. 
 
    She wanted to push him back onto the bed and have her way with him, have him fuck her hard and desperate, pin her down and make her scream, one last time. But they didn’t really have time for that and besides, she didn’t think it would be fair, would it? To have sex with him and be so intimate when she was withholding her heart from him, when she wasn’t sure if she could really give herself to him? 
 
    Instead, she stepped away. She had to be fair about this. “I’m sorry, about your mother. I hope that it—I mean, I’m not sure what I’m hoping. I hope that it doesn’t hurt you as much… I don’t want you hurt.” 
 
    Alexei nodded. “I know that you mean. And thank you.” 
 
    He brushed his fingertips softly against her cheek, and then allowed her to head over to the door. “I hope to come back soon,” he added, just as she grasped the door handle. “If I can. Maybe you’ll have changed your mind about… my life.” 
 
    She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. 
 
    Then she hurried out of the house before she could do something stupid like burst into tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    When Alexei had imagined coming back home to Russia, he had thought that he would be happy. Excited to get to work. Eager to see his friends and associates, to start delegating work, to hit the ground running. Glad to see his mother again. 
 
    Instead, he felt exhausted and hurt and unsure. 
 
    It had taken everything in him not to blurt it out when he’d realized the truth. But that had been another subject, another issue, one separate from what he and Janet were dealing with. She was upset with him for ordering a man’s murder and he could understand that. Janet wasn’t from their world. She was raised with the black and white, absolute morality of the rest of the world, not the gray, conditional morality that he knew. 
 
    He hated leaving her, but she had made it clear that she didn’t want to see him. He’d give her some space while he worked this matter out. Then he would try coming back and seeing if she had forgiven him, if she possibly could still love him. 
 
    First, he had to deal with this awful truth. 
 
    His car met him at the airport, but right away his driver, Yuri, could tell that something was up. Usually Yuri was chatty, keeping Alexei informed of all the gossip that was going on. But today he sensed his boss’s mood and so other than a “good to have you back, sir,” he kept to himself. 
 
    The streets were quiet, and Alexei couldn’t help but feel as though the world outside was reflecting the silence and turmoil he felt within his soul. It was like everything he’d known his entire life had, in just the past month, flipped upside down. He no longer knew which way was up. 
 
    Yuri dropped him off at the front door and went to park the car around the back. Alexei let himself in, dismissing the maid who came up to take his coat. Bratva didn’t operate like old nobility, they didn’t have fleets of servants, but there were usually three or four staff that were kept on for cleaning and cooking. 
 
    “Mother?” he called, walking through the house. He wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. Oddly, he wanted to confront her partially so that she could give him an answer as to what he should do. He had no idea himself—he felt lost, in a large forest, no string or path to lead him home. 
 
    She was in the kitchen, kneading bread. Perhaps she already knew, then, what he had realized. Masha Vanin was a woman who was proud that she had earned the right to live a life outside of the kitchen, and spent her days reading, volunteering with charities, attending art exhibitions. She only baked when she was nervous. 
 
    “Alexei.” She smiled at him, pausing in her work, her hands coming up as if to hug him—and then she paused. 
 
    He didn’t know what the expression on his face was, but he knew that she could tell from it that something was wrong. 
 
    “You are upset,” she said. She went back to the bread. “Was your trip that upsetting? Were our American friends that awful?” 
 
    “Mother.” Alexei saw no reason to beat about the bush. “I know who killed Father.” 
 
    His mother kept going about her work. It became clear to Alexei, in that moment, that his nerves of steel had not come from his father alone, but from his mother as well. She didn’t even flinch. “Oh? You are certain it was foul play, then.” 
 
    “You don’t sound very upset.” 
 
    “In a world such as ours, Sasha, such things are to be expected.” 
 
    “But not from within. Not from someone—not from family.” 
 
    She looked up at him then and stood still, waiting. Watching. 
 
    Alexei inhaled sharply. “You did it. You murdered him. My father, your husband.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He admired the fact that she didn’t try to avoid it, didn’t flinch, didn’t lie. And just like that all the anger went out of him, drained from him. He felt like a small boy all over again. “Why?” he whispered. “Mama, why?” 
 
    “Because he dishonored me,” she said, her voice as sharp and cold as an icicle. “He disrespected me, cheated on me for years, hit me in private. He was not the man that he led you to believe—and I let him make you think he was a good man, so that you would be a good man. He raised you well, somehow, in spite of it all and in spite of what he was. I was glad for that if nothing else. He did well with you. 
 
    “But you were a grown man now. You could take over the family and your inheritance would be secure. I knew that you would do a good job with the family, that you could rise up. And when I learned… when I found out that he had gone so far as to have another family… to lavish upon them the affection that he had promised to give to me…” 
 
    “Another family?” Alexei’s chest felt cold. 
 
    “Yes.” His mother’s anger and proud façade began to crack and he saw tears in her eyes. Her lower lip trembled. “He had a mistress in the country. She gave birth to a boy. You have a brother, Sasha. Only a few years younger than you. He had no idea what his father really was. He thought that he was just a businessman. She knows, the mistress, but she never told him.” 
 
    “I have a brother?” His childhood wish had actually come true, and he hadn’t even known it? 
 
    “Yes. Your father would go and see them, and when I learned—he betrayed me, humiliated me—I confronted him and he said it was my fault, if I had not miscarried so many children he would not have had to turn to another woman…” Her hand clenched into a fist. “I snapped. I could not take it anymore. And you were ready to take over. You were a grown man. I did not need to suffer these indignities anymore.” 
 
    She arched her eyebrow at him. “And so I poisoned him. I was surprised that nobody said anything. But I suppose that your father was feared enough, the only people who dared murmur about it were those in America, out of the reach of those who might seek revenge. I ought to have known you’d figure it out. But perhaps it was my folly not to tell you. 
 
    “I wanted you to keep loving your father. Stupid of me, perhaps, but you thought he was a good person. Why spoil that for you? What good would it do? But now… you know, anyway, and so the truth is out.” 
 
    “The truth is out,” Alexei echoed. “But not just yours. I have spoken with Mikhailov and others in the States. I know what my father really was, Mama. And I am sorry. That you had to go through that all this time and you could not even share it with me.” 
 
    He crossed to her, taking her hands and squeezing them. “I will be better than him, Mother. I promise.” 
 
    She brought her hand up to cup his cheek, her face softening. “Oh, my little Sasha. I know that you will be. The one good thing that man ever did was to raise you right. Ironic, isn’t it? But I am glad for it.” 
 
    “You raised me too, Mother. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    She dropped her hand. “And now… what will you do? Cast me out? Have me taken out to sea?” 
 
    The idea of casting out his mother, or having her murdered, made his stomach churn. No, no, he loved her far too much. And he could understand what she’d done, even if it also made him want to scream. “I can’t say that I’m… happy with what you did. But I also can’t blame you for it. And if it was known… we must think of the family honor.” 
 
    “Of course. The family honor.” 
 
    “But I care about you, too. I can’t stop loving my father even though I’m angry with him and his memory, his lies. I’m upset. I’m hurt. But I can’t stop loving you either. And I want you—I just lost one parent, I don’t want to lose another. I’m hoping to be married soon. I want you in my life to help me.” 
 
    “Married?” Her eyes raised. “Alexei, you have found someone?” 
 
    “A girl, a wonderful girl,” he told her, a smile stealing over his lips in spite of himself. “A dancer of the finest order. Her name is Janet.” 
 
    “Then you must tell me about her. She must be special indeed to have won your heart.” 
 
    He did tell her. He told her everything. Including the fact that Janet wasn’t happy with his bratva life. 
 
    “She will come to understand,” Mother said knowingly. 
 
    “What if she doesn’t?” 
 
    “Go back to America. Ask her to marry you. You’ll see.” 
 
    “I will but… there is one thing that I must do first.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mother gave him the address. 
 
    Alexei made it clear that he was not going to fully forgive her easily. But he also knew that he had to try. The honorable man that he had thought was murdered… that man didn’t actually exist. 
 
    Mother had been unusually generous about that. More generous than Alexei would have been, if he were in her shoes. 
 
    “Your father was a good man to you, and so in a way, that man did exist. He existed for you. You have a right to mourn that.” 
 
    Alexei didn’t quite know what to think. He figured that it would take some time for him to sort out all of his emotions about it. But Mother had said that he could take all the time that he wanted. 
 
    “There is only one thing you cannot wait on, Sasha, and that is this woman. You love her, you must make it known. Do what you must, but then go to her. I can wait for your forgiveness, and you can wait for your own understanding.” 
 
    He had called Ivan and arranged to stay with him again while he tried to see Janet. Ivan had laughed. “I knew you wouldn’t let her go, Alexei. I just knew it.” 
 
    But first—there was something else. 
 
    He didn’t take Yuri, instead driving on his own. He didn’t want to arrive looking all self-important. He wanted to meet his brother as an equal. After all, he hoped that the man would be his partner in the family now. 
 
    The house was out in the country, as Mother had said, in a small town where everybody knew everybody. He could feel people staring as he drove in. Alexei knew that his car was nice, and not recognized by any of them. A stranger, and a rich one at that, must be the subject of a lot of speculation. 
 
    His heart was hammering in his throat as he parked and got out at the address. It was a lovely little house, well-kept but humble. 
 
    He knocked on the front door, feeling like an idiot. What if this was a mistake? What if his brother didn’t want to know about him, didn’t want to see him? Did he even know that his father had died? What if he didn’t accept the bratva life? Was it wrong to ask him to join it, or should Alexei keep him out of it? What if— 
 
    The door opened and a man stood in front of him. He was younger by a few years, and he had Father’s dark eyes instead of Mother’s blue ones, of course, but the jawline, the thick slightly curling hair, the arch of the eyebrows… 
 
    There was no doubt in Alexei’s mind that this was his brother. 
 
    “Ivan Romanovich?” he asked. 
 
    The man tilted his head in a way that Alexei realized, with a start, that he himself did all the time. “You must be my brother.” 
 
    “You—you knew about me?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should come inside.” 
 
    Alexei entered, feeling entirely out of his element. The inside was nicer than he had expected, with expensive furniture and the like—presents from Father, no doubt. 
 
    “My—our father was clear to my mother that he had his family and his obligations and that she… we weren’t a part of that. He came to see us and make sure that we were taken care of. But we always knew where we stood in his life.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Alexei hadn’t planned to say that, but it just came out. “I would have—I can’t speak for my mother or yours but I would have loved to have met you sooner. I always wanted a brother.” 
 
    Ivan stared at him. “So you’re not—I always thought you would resent me. Father said that you didn’t know about me and that it was to stay that way.” 
 
    “He threatened you?” 
 
    “He… he was kind in his way, but my mother figured out that he was not just a businessman as he claimed. She always warned me not to cross him. I kept to myself. I didn’t go to the funeral. I stayed away.” 
 
    “I am not my father. And I want to welcome you as my brother, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Ivan folded his arms. “You know that I know what you are.” 
 
    “Yes.” Alexei took a deep breath. “I would be happy to have a partner in the business. Even someone untrained like yourself. Someone that I could trust and have by my side so that I wasn’t running this whole thing by myself. It’s a huge responsibility and if you wanted, you could share that with me. But if you wanted to only be my brother and not be connected with the business at all, I would understand. And if you want me to leave now and never trouble you again, I understand that as well.” 
 
    Ivan nodded to himself, apparently thinking. Then he said, “You know I had often wondered what it would be like to meet you. I hated the idea, as a child, that I had a brother somewhere that I did not get to see. As I got older I didn’t want to meet you. I thought you would be like your father.” 
 
    “My hope is that I’m not like him at all.” 
 
    “I can see that.” Ivan took a deep, slow breath in and out. “I do not know about the business. I have no experience. I think… I would like some time to think about that part of things. Perhaps to visit and get a bit of a… a tour, if you know what I mean. 
 
    “But being your brother, getting to know you—that I would like, regardless of anything else. I have no family. My mother died last year and I have no relatives. And I’m desperate to get out of this small town where nothing fucking happens. I want to see more of the world. So, yes, at least, to being your brother.” 
 
    Relief washed through Alexei like a wave and a massive grin split his face wide. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear that. I have always longed for a brother.” 
 
    They hugged, clapping each other on the back. It wasn’t, of course, the end of everything. Alexei knew that. They would have to get to know each other and spend time together. 
 
    But it was a beginning, and that was what mattered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What he hadn’t expected in all of this was how everyone else in the business would see it. 
 
    Alexei had one last thing to do before going to see Janet: he had to make it known about his brother, and his father, and that he would not be the same man that his father had been. 
 
    He did not say anything about his father’s death. Nobody in Russia suspected foul play, as far as he knew, and if they did they were smart enough to simply keep it to a murmur. He wasn’t going to turn his mother in. Not just for the sake of the family honor but also because he still, despite his confused feelings, loved her. She was his mother. That wasn’t going to change—just as he couldn’t stop loving his father despite his anger over who, he now realized, his father had truly been. 
 
    Many of his father’s old friends were upset to hear about his father’s behavior. Especially when they learned that there was a son that his father hadn’t brought into the family. Some of the other bratva leaders had bastard children, but they had brought them in and had them recognized, same as their legitimate ones. Even if a bastard couldn’t be considered the heir, not in such old-fashioned circles, he or she could still rise through the ranks and was still treated with respect. 
 
    Some weren’t as surprised about his father’s behavior as Alexei had expected. Perhaps he hadn’t been the only one to hear rumors from America. Perhaps some of the other families had similar experiences with his father and had simply not said anything to protect themselves. 
 
    But all of them told Alexei that they were surprised and impressed by his ‘generosity.’ 
 
    Alexei didn’t see what was so impressive about it. He had a brother, and that brother deserved to have the same opportunities and inheritance that Alexei did. 
 
    He arranged to have a small party to welcome Ivan into the society properly when Alexei got back from going to America again. In the meantime, he introduced Ivan to Mother—who took it all much better than Alexei would’ve thought. 
 
    “It’s not his fault what his father did,” Mother explained. “He was a victim in this just as you and I were.” 
 
    She was excited to plan a party to welcome Ivan—and, hopefully, Janet—into the family. Alexei didn’t plan on being gone long. Either Janet would say yes and he’d be bringing her home, or she would say no and he’d be returning alone. 
 
    He fervently hoped it wasn’t the latter. 
 
    Perhaps some might say that it was too quick, too soon for him to know that he should marry her. But there were marriages arranged among the bratva all the time to secure a political alliance, and there was no love lost between those couples. He had only known Janet for a couple of months but he loved her, and he knew how he felt, so why wait? 
 
    Besides, on the logical end of things… he needed an heir. Although if Ivan agreed to be his partner in the family business, there wouldn’t be as much stress about that since Ivan could take over if anything happened to Alexei. 
 
    He knew that he loved Janet. He wanted to be with her for the rest of his life. She might give him the cold shoulder, she might say no, but he had to hope and he wouldn’t know for certain until he asked. 
 
    If nothing else, he had to try. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    She’d been working herself too hard now that Alexei was gone. 
 
    She knew it, and everyone else knew it, but she didn’t honestly let herself think too much about it. She just lost herself in the dance, the way she’d always had when she’d had problems throughout her life. 
 
    Worried about her parents paying rent? Dance. Worried about her grades? Dance. Worried about a boy? Dance. 
 
    She would push herself until her legs felt like jelly, and in that exhaustion, she couldn’t think about anything else or worry and fret about anything else. 
 
    But she wasn’t a teenager anymore who could bounce back from exhaustion so easily, and she wasn’t as focused as she should’ve been. She could see it all, when she looked back later on. She could see what she had been doing to herself and how she’d been setting herself up for this. 
 
    But that didn’t make it hurt any less when it happened. 
 
    She was in rehearsal, practicing some of the hardest sequences. Her legs were starting to get that overworked feeling where it was like there was a buzzing inside of them, almost like humming electricity, but she ignored it. She had to be perfect tonight, perfect every night, and no, it wasn’t just because of Alexei, she told herself—and stop thinking about him, focus on the steps— 
 
    She leapt, she landed, she landed wrong—her foot skidded out—her leg twisted, she fell— 
 
    Blinding pain shot through her and she screamed, a scream she didn’t even know that she was capable of making. 
 
    Everyone ran to her. Someone yelled for a doctor and another person yelled out no, get an ambulance. Janet couldn’t even focus, the world becoming a blur. It was all too painful, she literally couldn’t focus. She thought she felt hands on her, someone talking to her, trying to calm her down… someone was screaming my leg, my leg, my leg, and it took her a moment to realize that she was the one doing the screaming. 
 
    Everyone was around her, and she felt like she couldn’t breathe, there were so many people crowded around and she couldn’t get air, and for some reason she wanted Alexei there, she wanted him holding her, she felt safe when he was with her— 
 
    “Alexei’s not here,” someone said. Sofia, or Vicky, she didn’t know. “I’m sorry, Janet.” 
 
    She hadn’t even realized she’d been calling out for him. 
 
    The pain spiked as someone, a doctor or EMT, touched it, and the room spun and blurred and went black. 
 
    She woke up in a bed, hearing a steady beeping noise. Her eyelids felt like they were made of cement. 
 
    “Janet?” 
 
    She turned her head slowly. Her body felt heavy, but also caged. No, her leg felt caged. She couldn’t move it. 
 
    Sitting by her bed was Sofia. She smiled softly. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” Janet croaked. Her throat felt like sandpaper. 
 
    Sofia got her a cup of water. Janet drank deeply. “What—where am I?” 
 
    Now that she was a bit more awake, she could see that she was in a hospital room. But that didn’t explain what hospital, or what she was doing there, or— 
 
    Her leg. Her leg. 
 
    It all came rushing back and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her sob. It wasn’t even the pain, or the memory of the pain, that hurt. It was the knowledge of what that pain meant. 
 
    “Janet.” Sofia took her hand. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. This couldn’t be happening. There had to be some kind of awful mistake. This wasn’t real. 
 
    “Your parents are on their way,” Sofia went on. “Vicky was here, she just stepped out for a bit. Everyone’s been sending flowers.” 
 
    She gestured to a table over to the side, where there were indeed tons of flowers. Janet’s eyes searched them, and she realized with a start that she was trying to find a bouquet of white roses. 
 
    There were none. Of course there were none—Alexei had gone back to Russia. How could he know about her injury? And even if he did hear, she’d told him pretty clearly that she didn’t want to see him again. She’d rejected his life, and she didn’t think that was something he’d easily forgive. 
 
    She looked back over at Sofia, trying to shove Alexei out of her thoughts. She couldn’t focus on her heartbreak, not now when she had another heartbreak to deal with. 
 
    “What—what do the doctors say?” she asked. She was scared to ask but she also needed to know. 
 
    Sofia squeezed her hand. “They—they don’t want to say for certain. Nobody wants to shut out any options. But… but they don’t think you’ll be… you could dance, again, but not the way you did. You won’t be able to professionally.” 
 
    It felt like her heart was being ripped out, leaving nothing but an empty cavern behind. No. No. 
 
    “I think that they underestimate you,” Sofia added, trying to put on a smile. “But… it would be a long time, I think, lots of physical therapy and you’d have to be careful…” 
 
    By then… by then she might be too old. To get out of the game, so to speak, for that long, she wouldn’t—her career was over. Over and it had only just begun. 
 
    “You can teach,” Sofia said anxiously, seeing that her words weren’t helping. “You can direct, you can perhaps even do exhibitions when you’ve healed up enough.” 
 
    Janet closed her eyes as tears started to slide down her face. She knew that Sofia was trying to help, but everything that she said only made it worse. 
 
    Who was she without her dancing? That was all that her life had been. Without it—what was her life? 
 
    She loved it so much… there were other things that she’d thought about having in her life, like children, a husband, teaching, but those were all going to come later. They were for some far, distant future. 
 
    Alexei. 
 
    If she was to marry anyone, it would be him. But he had fallen in love with her for her dancing. Would he love her after she had rejected him, and after she was no longer the ballerina that he had fallen for? 
 
    Sofia climbed onto the bed and hugged her, murmuring soothingly. Janet clung to her and cried. She didn’t want to face her parents. She was oddly grateful that Alexei had already left so that she didn’t have to face him, either. 
 
    What was she supposed to do now? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Alexei’s plan was to land and go straight to Janet’s place, but Ivan Sokolov vetoed that. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” he asked. “You’re going to go to your love while you smell like a goddamn airplane? Absolutely not. You come here and you wash up.” 
 
    So he went to Ivan’s place, took a shower, changed into something nice at Kate’s insistence, and then stopped by a flower shop and got a bouquet of white roses. 
 
    Well, he was as ready as he’d ever be. 
 
    He got to Janet’s and made his way up to her apartment, knocking on the door, roses in hand. He felt a little stupid, and kind of like he’d wound up in a romantic comedy film, but he was willing to put up with feeling stupid if it meant that he could win her back. Once he explained things to her, he was sure that she’d be more welcoming of his life. 
 
    The door opened, but it wasn’t Janet. It must be her roommate, Vicky. She was a tall redhead with a thin face and pursed lips. 
 
    “Is Janet there?” he asked. 
 
    Vicky stared at him for a moment. “Alexei?” she asked. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    Vicky’s face softened for a moment. “The roses.” Then it grew serious again. “Janet doesn’t want to see you.” 
 
    “Please, I know that I upset her, but I can explain—” 
 
    Vicky shook her head. “She’s forbidden it. No uncertain terms. She doesn’t want to see you.” 
 
    Then she closed the door in his face. 
 
    Alexei’s stomach knotted. He could honestly say that, while he had experienced deeper depths of grief, he had never felt so much like shit as he did in this moment. 
 
    He walked back down the hallway. Kate and Ivan didn’t know about what kind of flowers he’d been getting Janet. He could bring them back as a gift to Kate for being such a generous hostess, or something. Or give them to a random woman on the street, brighten her day, who knew. 
 
    He got out onto the street and stood there for a moment, feeling lost. If he went right back to the apartment, Ivan and Kate would know immediately that something was wrong. But if maybe he went on a bit of a walk… he could clear his head, perhaps cry just a little, and then go back and at least pretend he’d gotten to talk to Janet before she’d rejected him. 
 
    “Alexei!” 
 
    He turned around and saw Vicky tearing out the door after him. “She thinks I’ve gone to the bodega. I left the door unlocked, go and find her, say you picked the lock or something I don’t care.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Vicky’s eyes were bright—bright with tears, he realized with a start. “She was injured,” she blurted out. “Horribly. They don’t think she can dance again.” 
 
    Alexei’s heart twisted. Janet had to be devastated. “But—why does that mean she doesn’t want to see me?” 
 
    “She’s ashamed?” Vicky hazarded. “I’m not sure. But she didn’t want you to know. She said that she didn’t think you’d show up, but if you did not to let you in. So go now, hurry, and you didn’t talk to me, okay? You broke in.” 
 
    “That sounds incredibly creepy.” 
 
    “You’re a mobster or something right? Isn’t that what you guys do?” 
 
    Alexei wanted to tell her that being a criminal didn’t mean that he was going to be creepy and break into a woman’s apartment and see her against her will, but Vicky was handing him a chance on a silver platter and he figured he probably shouldn’t piss her off too much. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Vicky said. “No, really, don’t, if she finds out I helped you she’ll kill me with her crutches.” 
 
    Alexei saluted her and then hurried back up the stairs. 
 
    The door was unlocked, as Vicky had promised. He opened it and stepped in, closing it behind him. 
 
    This was a very small apartment. If Janet said yes to him, he’d take her to his home, where there was plenty of space for her. A gorgeous bedroom, to start, and a sitting room, his mother’s library, room for a nursery… everything that she could ever want. 
 
    “Vicky?” Janet called. “That was quick.” 
 
    Alexei stepped into the one bedroom, evidently shared between the two women, and his heart stopped for a second before beating wildly. 
 
    Janet was sitting up in bed, books around her, looking tired and sad and unusually pale. Her leg was propped up in a cast. 
 
    She saw him, and her eyes went wide. “Alex?” 
 
    “Janet.” He walked over, placing the roses in her lap. 
 
    “How—how did you get in here?” she demanded, growing angry. 
 
    “Picked the lock.” 
 
    “Wow.” Janet folded her arms. “I should’ve known. Why are you here?” 
 
    “Because I missed you. I had to see you.” 
 
    “I told you—” 
 
    “And I had hoped that giving you some time would allow you to change your mind about my work.” He wanted to sit on the edge of the bed, to touch her, but he refrained. “I was hoping that we could talk more about it and try to come to an understanding.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s all out the door now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Janet gestured at her leg and laughed hollowly. “You see what’s happened to me. Maybe I’ll be able to dance again. Maybe. But my career is over. I’ll never be at the same level. I’ll never be good enough to be on stage like that.” 
 
    “And why would that be the end of us?” Alexei asked, confused. 
 
    Janet looked to be at a loss. “You—but—I—I thought that—you love my dancing.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” He took her hand, afraid that she would snatch it away. Instead, he could feel her hand shaking. “But I didn’t fall in love with you only because of your dancing. It was what drew me in, at first, and I loved it because you loved it so much, because of the joy that you felt while doing it. 
 
    “But my darling, I love all of you. I loved how honest you were, and how you had your principles and didn’t fall for me right away. I loved that you stood up for yourself and I—I admit that I even loved that you didn’t compromise your morals for me, simply because I was the one who ordered the hit. I hope that you can come to understand my life and accept it but I love you, and the dancing is only a part of that. You are wonderful to me for multiple reasons. The dancing is only one.” 
 
    Janet’s eyes filled with tears and she pulled him in, wrapping her arms around him. Alexei held her tightly, feeling her shake and cry against him. 
 
    “I was hoping to see you again, but I was so scared,” she admitted in a whisper. “I was—I thought you wouldn’t want to see me, now that I wasn’t the dancer. Now that I can’t be the dancer.” 
 
    “No.” Alexei tightened his hold on her, kissing the top of her head. “I couldn’t ever stop loving you.” 
 
    “But I rejected you.” Janet pulled back so that she could look him in the eye, wiping at her face. “I thought that you would be—aren’t you upset about that?” 
 
    “Of course I’m upset about it,” Alexei admitted. “But I can imagine that all couples have their moments of disagreement and frustration. And after what I have realized about my parents and their marriage, I would rather have an honest relationship with you then a relationship built on lies that feels perfect.” 
 
    Janet laughed a little. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were proposing.” 
 
    “And if I was? Would you say yes?” 
 
    Janet inhaled sharply, her eyes going wide. “Are—are you?” 
 
    Alexei reached into his pocket. 
 
    He’d gotten the ring from his mother. It was tradition that rings were passed down through the family. Mother had pointed out that perhaps he wouldn’t want to use a ring that had symbolized an unhappy marriage, but Alexei had replied that his grandparents had been happy together and had used the same ring, and he would replace the bad memories the ring held with good memories with him and Janet. He would take the sadness and turn it into happiness. 
 
    “I hope that it’s to your liking,” he admitted, feeling nervous as he pulled it out. “I’m not sure what your style is. But it’s the family ring.” 
 
    He held it out to her, and Janet gasped, covering her mouth as a little sob escaped her. “You’re—you’re sure?” 
 
    “Come to Russia with me,” he said. “Marry me, and I promise that we can work out all the rest. I want to be with you and I will do what it takes to keep us together. Everything else—it’s all nothing. It’s icing on the cake. The substance of my life is you. 
 
    “If I am being generous towards my father… I did not know how he really was, who he really was, so I cannot say for certain. But if I were to guess, I would say that I don’t think he was happy. And I think that unhappiness drove him to make others around him miserable. And my hope is that I will avoid becoming like him by being truly happy. You make me happy. When I’m with you, I feel free from my responsibilities. I feel free to be myself. And that’s what matters to me. 
 
    “You can visit your parents as much as you want or arrange for them to come and live with us in Russia. I only care about what makes you happy. But come with me, please, say yes, and all the rest we will find a way through together.” 
 
    Janet’s hand pressed in tight over her mouth, as if to keep a torrent of words and noises from spilling out. Her eyes grew wide. 
 
    Alexei felt hope swelling in his chest. This didn’t… it didn’t look like a no. 
 
    After a moment, Janet composed herself. “Yes,” she burst out, laughing and crying at the same time. She nodded, holding out her hand. “Yes, I will, yes.” 
 
    Alexei let out a huge breath in relief and found his fingers shaking slightly as he guided the ring onto her finger. He hadn’t realized until now how little he’d dared to hope, how certain he’d been that she would say no. 
 
    “This feels crazy,” Janet laughed, holding up the ring so that it would catch the light. “But in the best kind of way.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” He felt incredibly light, like he could float. He leaned in, unable to help himself, and kissed her. 
 
    Janet’s hands came up to cup his face and she kissed him back, smiling into it. He pressed her back against the pillows, kissing her more deeply, until they had to pull apart for air. He wanted her so badly he ached for it, but that was going to have to wait until her leg was better. He didn’t want to risk hurting her further. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “Moving like this…” 
 
    “I have nothing here,” Janet replied. “Just dance, and that’s out of the picture now so… there’s you. I think my parents would want to move to somewhere new after the scare they’ve had. And you can protect them, in Russia, can’t you?” 
 
    “I will.” Janet’s family would be safe. 
 
    “And my friends can visit. Sofia’s from Russia, she goes home periodically, anyway.” Janet smiled, reaching up to cup his cheek. “I’m sure about this. It’ll be good for me to go somewhere new. Start over. Figure out who I am without dancing all the time.” 
 
    He kissed her on the forehead. “I am sorry. I know how much it meant to you.” 
 
    “I got to be the swan,” Janet replied. “And I was a damn good one. I can’t regret that.” 
 
    But her eyes welled with tears and her voice shook. He pulled her into him, holding her as she started to cry. 
 
    He held her for a long time. He was glad that she loved him and wanted to be with him, but he knew that this wasn’t easy for her and that she was hurting. 
 
    As for the rest… 
 
    “I’ll try,” Janet whispered after a while. “I’ll try and understand your life. Because I love you and I believe that you’re a good person. I can’t say that it’ll be easy at first, but I do want to try. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you.” He was willing to wait for the rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Janet’s breath caught as the plane touched down. It was really happening. She was really doing this. 
 
    She’d been thinking that the whole time, actually. As she’d packed her bags. As she’d waited in line at security. As she’d boarded the plane. It never seemed to stop being new to her, surreal, almost. 
 
    Flying first class, for one thing, sure felt like a dream. 
 
    Alexei had slept on the plane, evidently used to it. Janet had dozed enough that she wasn’t terribly jet lagged but she had spent a lot of it just staring into nothing, wondering if she was doing the right thing. 
 
    She loved Alexei. She was in love with him, that she didn’t doubt for a moment. And she did want to meet his mother and to support him with this family issue, and she wanted to see his homeland and where he grew up. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. 
 
    But how could she accept the life that he was a part of? He wasn’t going to give it up and she couldn’t ask him to. He never would have asked her to give up dance, and he even spoke about other ways that she could still have dancing in her life, such as being a teacher or a critic or even a director. 
 
    If she couldn’t fully support him, then should she be doing this? Could the love that she felt for him really overcome her hesitance? 
 
    Alexei woke with a start as the plane stopped. “We’re here,” she whispered, reaching over and squeezing his hand. 
 
    He smiled at her, his eyes still a bit glazed from sleep but lit up with affection. Janet still couldn’t quite understand how someone could love her so much. It felt like she was gazing at the sun when she saw him looking at her that way—it overwhelmed, blinded, and she had to only glance at it or it would be too much. 
 
    “Finally,” he said, squeezing her hand in return and then getting up to see to their luggage. 
 
    Janet tried to keep her ears open as they walked through the airport and Alexei got them into the car that was waiting for them—with a chauffeur and everything. She didn’t know Russian very well, although she knew a few little things from Sofia, but she’d grown up speaking Chinese at home and English in public, so she was pretty good at picking up what she had to from a language quickly. And she wanted to be respected by Alexei’s friends and associates, so she knew she’d have to start practicing soon. 
 
    The chauffeur greeted Alexei cheerfully in Russian and opened the door for them. Janet smiled at him in thanks as she got in, her stomach knotting a little. She’d have to get used to this, too, the wealth of it all. Alexei didn’t flaunt it, thank god, and she’d known from the start that he had money, but it was still a bit to get used to, just the fact that she had all the money she could want. 
 
    The only thing she really looked forward to about that was taking care of her parents. They’d never want for anything again. 
 
    Alexei pointed the sights of the city out to her as they drove through, and Janet had to admit, it was beautiful. The cold was beyond anything she’d felt before, but gazing at it from the warm interior of the car, it looked like a winter wonderland. 
 
    “Here we are,” Alexei told her as the car pulled to a stop in front of a large townhouse. 
 
    He helped her out while a servant appeared to help the chauffeur with their bags. Janet wanted to offer to help, but Alexei had a hold of her hand and was leading her inside. 
 
    “Sasha!” 
 
    Alexei let go of her hand as a beautiful woman with light blonde hair and the same eyes as Alexei hurried down the stairs, wrapping him up into a big hug. 
 
    Janet had never seen Alexei so openly affectionate and soft with anyone except for her, and even then, she never lost the feeling that this was a predator, a wolf, her protector, the animal who she had command of. But just now, it was like looking at a puppy. 
 
    Alexei and the woman—who must be his mother, Masha—spoke in quiet Russian for a moment. Then she turned to look at Janet. 
 
    “You must be Janet,” she said, her accent thicker than her son’s but her English perfect. She came forward, taking Janet’s hands. “I have so longed to meet you since my boy told me of you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to meet you as well,” Janet replied, smiling and relaxing. She felt at ease immediately around this woman. 
 
    “You must call me Mama, since you are to be with my boy and become my daughter. Here, I will give you a tour. Alexei has some business to attend to.” 
 
    “The business can wait,” Alexei protested. 
 
    “Nonsense, you have been in America for too long, you must check in on your people.” 
 
    “Yes, Mama,” Alexei said, rolling his eyes fondly. 
 
    He kissed Janet softly on the cheek. “I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
    She nodded, and then allowed herself to be led through the house by her future mother-in-law. 
 
    “So.” Masha Vanin went immediately from doting mother to stern boss. “Alexei tells me that you are having trouble accepting the family business.” 
 
    “I—yes.” No reason to lie. 
 
    Masha nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “You—you do?” 
 
    Masha led Janet through the kitchen and into a small library. She gestured at the books on the shelves, the fireplace, the chair. “This is my room. Special, for me. When Alexei’s father had it done I thought that it was a sign of how devoted he was to me. It turned out that it was simply his way of relieving his guilt for cheating on me. It was his way of making me… complacent. If he gifted me with enough things, he thought, I wouldn’t think to look closely at what he was doing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She waved a hand. “Do not worry about it. I only bring it up so that I can tell you that Alexei is not like his father. I raised him to be better than that. And his father… was not the man that Alexei thought he was, as I’m sure he’s told you, but he raised Alexei to be a good person.” 
 
    Masha walked over to the fireplace, staring into the flames for a moment. “In our world… things are not always pleasant, it’s true. You will have to adopt an understanding of morality that is grayer than what you are used to. But Alexei will never be the sort of man that you will be ashamed of. He will never promote senseless violence. 
 
    “There will always be people like us in the world. People who operate on the other side of the law. And I have found in my time that we will have a necessary place. And Alexei is one of the few who has honor. You can detest the methods of the others that we might have to deal with but I hope that you will not look down on him. He is a gentleman, and he fills a hole in the world. We smuggle people across borders when governments fail them, we bring supplies when nobody else will, we get into places no one else can, we fund things nobody else can.” 
 
    Janet hadn’t thought of it that way. 
 
    “There will always be a black market,” Masha said, turning to face her again. “And there are those who cross lines but we are not one of those. And the people that we choose to do our business with are not like that. There is nothing that Alexei would be ashamed to share with you, and if you want to know anything, I know that he will tell you about it. But you can hold your head high. We are as needed as the arts and the policemen and every other aspect of society. In a place like Russia, we are needed more than most.” 
 
    Janet didn’t know the full history of the country, but from what little she knew of Russia’s checkered past, she could understand why people would come to rely upon the wily crime families outside of the law more than they did the law itself. 
 
    “I love Alexei,” she admitted. “I want to be with him. I wouldn’t have said yes to him if I wasn’t sure about that. I only…” 
 
    “You wondered about your conscience.” Masha smiled. “I understand. And I am telling you, that your conscience can sleep easily.” 
 
    Masha’s words soothed her, quieted the discomforted part of her soul. “May I… may I go and see him?” 
 
    “He will be in his office. I will show you.” 
 
    Janet followed Masha through the house, admiring the decorations and design. Masha had clearly put a lot of work into the style of the house, and she beamed with pride at Janet’s praise. Already Janet could tell that she and her mother-in-law would get along just fine. 
 
    Masha gestured at a room with a closed door. “He will be in here most of the time, when he is not with you or out at a meeting. Alexei is good at being on the ground floor of things. The—the front line, I think is the saying?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it.” 
 
    “He works personally with his men.” The pride in Masha’s voice when she spoke of her son was unmistakable. “But he will always be available for you. He is for me, anyway.” She winked at her. 
 
    “I’d never make the mistake of not being available for my mom,” Janet said, laughing. 
 
    Masha knocked on the door. “Sasha? Your blushing bride would like to see you.” Janet appreciated Masha speaking in English for her benefit and vowed privately to work as hard as she could on Russian so that she wasn’t left out and nobody had to go out of their way for her. 
 
    The door opened and Alexei gave his mother a patented ‘Mom, don’t tease me’ look before looking over at Janet. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Everything’s wonderful. I just wanted to talk to you for a minute?” 
 
    “Of course.” He ushered her in and closed the door. 
 
    The desk was an absolute mess of papers and a laptop was open showing several emails. “Right back to work, huh?” 
 
    “Yes.” Alexei made a face. “I have a bit of catching up to do, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “If helping me, spending time with me, meant that you fell behind in your work. I know it’s important to you.” 
 
    Alexei took her hands, bringing the knuckles up to his mouth to kiss them. “You are important to me. Not a second spent helping you or being with you was wasted. And besides, I would have had to do this anyway. My trip to America was needed for business, for alliances, but it inevitably took me away from business back home.” 
 
    Janet nodded. “So, I… I just wanted to say…” She took a deep breath. “This is all a bit overwhelming for me. Because I love you, I’m in love with you, and I’ve never had that before. And I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And that scares me a bit. And so it also scared me that—what you do, your family business—and I was feeling really lost. And I know that you know that, and you’ve been so patient with me. You’ve been just loving me and there for me through all of this and I’m not sure if I deserved it. 
 
    “But I spoke with your mother and she… she made some good points. I think that she had the same fears that I did when she was marrying your father. But she told me that unlike her… I won’t regret it. I don’t think she regrets marrying into the bratva, she regrets marrying someone who cheated on her and hurt her, and I know you would never do anything like that to me. And so when she told me—that you, the things you do, are going to exist. There will always be people who operate outside of the law. And I was marrying someone who did that with honor, with responsibility, who didn’t cross the lines that should never be crossed. And I think—I think that I was what I needed to hear. Because this is an amazing adventure but it’s also a scary one and I think I just needed someone who’d been through it to tell me that it was all going to be okay. 
 
    “So I’m telling you that… because, I know you need to hear it, and you deserve to hear it, I understand what you do. And I accept it. I don’t always want to know the details but I trust you and I love you and I don’t care what you do. You’re bratva, and I’m happy to be married to that. I’m marrying all of you. If you’re bratva, then I’m bratva too.” 
 
    Alexei’s shoulders slumped in relief, and she could see, for the briefest moment, what looked like tears in his eyes. Then he blinked, composed himself, and smiled at her softly. “You have no idea how much I have been longing to hear those words.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms, hugging her tightly. Janet wrapped her arms around his neck, sighing, savoring his warmth and strength. She loved him, she loved him, she loved him, so much. And she would put up with anything else for a man like him. 
 
    She pulled back just enough so that she could kiss him. Alexei kissed her fiercely, but also comfortably, the kind of kiss where you could be passionate but knew that it wasn’t the last. That there would be many more to come. 
 
    Janet expected that there would be years and years’ worth of kisses to come, to be shared between the two of them. 
 
    She couldn’t wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Slow down!” Alexei called. 
 
    “But Papa!” Alexandria ran on ahead, kicking up snow as she went. “We’ll be late!” 
 
    “We’re perfectly on time.” 
 
    Janet laughed as she walked beside him. “Let her run, Sasha, there’s no harm in it.” She smiled, a bit of sadness tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I was just as excited my first day of dance class.” 
 
    Alexei squeezed his wife’s hand. Janet had come to accept that she would never dance professionally again. Her work in Swan Lake had certainly solidified her position as one of the best—but it was always accompanied by the footnote of sadness. “Oh, if only she could have continued her career.” “Would that we could have seen more from her.” “Tragically cut short.” Those were the kinds of things people said about her. 
 
    He knew that she was happy here, with him, and with their beautiful daughter. But he also knew that it was, like many things in life, bittersweet. 
 
    At least the sweet outweighed the bitter for them. That made them more fortunate than most, especially in their world. 
 
    Many other bratva would not be bothered to accompany their young daughter to her dance classes, but Alexei was learning from his father’s mistakes. He would appreciate his child and his family, even if his father hadn’t. He wanted his daughter, and any other children they had, to love him and remember good times that weren’t solely about the family business. 
 
    They finally got to the class and Alexei stood to the side as the children were all lined up and Janet chatted with the instructor. She’d struggled with Russian at first, but after a few years she was as fluent as anyone. Alexei loved it when they were at parties and Janet switched effortlessly from English to Russian or vice versa, and she was often asked by other families to act as an interpreter when making deals with their Chinese affiliates. 
 
    Alexandria looked like the spitting image of her mother, except that she had her father’s bright blue eyes. Alexei’s heart swelled with pride as she took her place, exhibiting perfect turnout. Janet had been helping her in preparation for this day, but if you asked Alexei, Alexandria also had her mother’s innate talent. 
 
    Janet walked over to him, looping her arm through his and leaning her head on his shoulder. “She grows up so quickly. It feels like yesterday we were holding her for the first time.” 
 
    Alexei’s heart swelled as he watched his daughter. “I agree.” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around his wife—his beautiful, wonderful, love of his life—and kissed the top of her head as Alexandria started doing the dancing with the rest of the students. 
 
    Sure, there were other families that were larger, had more territory, bigger groups of soldiers at their disposal, big monopolies. But he wasn’t his father. He didn’t want power. He had everything that he needed right here. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Excerpt from BILLIONAIRE'S BOND: 
 
      
 
    They pulled into a parking spot on the street outside of her apartment. Heather got her seatbelt off as quickly as possible but she still wasn’t as fast as Dan, who lit out of the car like it was on fire before walking around to the other side to get Heather’s door open. He reached a hand down and she took it, letting him haul her up and then close the door behind her a second before pushing her back into it, pinning her to the car with his hips. There was no hiding the erection she could feel pressing against her through the denim of Dan’s own jeans, nor was there any hiding the dark, thrilling look of lust in his eyes as he gazed down into her face. 
 
    “You are going to be the death of me,” he warned, his hands coming up on either side of her to brace himself on the car’s roof. 
 
    “Turnabout is fair play,” Heather replied, her breath catching in her throat and her voice coming out breathy and unsure. 
 
    Dan slowly put more of his weight on her, trapping her against the car so that he could brush his lips slowly up the column of her neck and the line of her jaw. “You better be ready to deliver on that promise.” 
 
    “I believe I was saying all the things that you were going to do to me,” Heather replied, “So if anyone has promises they need to fulfill…” 
 
    Dan growled and kissed her as deeply as he could, his tongue sliding against hers in a filthy, sexual slide that had her moaning into his mouth. “Keys,” Dan muttered, one of his hands coming around to grip her ass and haul her up onto his thigh. 
 
    Heather was a little busy pressing up against Dan’s muscular leg, so she didn’t understand what he was saying at first. Then he groaned and said it again. “Keys. Heather, your keys, to get into the apartment.” 
 
    “Oh, right, right.” Heather pushed Dan off so that she could grab her purse and rifle through it for her keys. She’d brought a small purse, and it had only three things in it: her phone, her wallet, and her keys. And yet, somehow, it took her an inordinate amount of time to find said keys. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” She held them up triumphantly, wiggling them in the air. 
 
    “Perfect.” Dan grabbed her gently by the wrist and guided her up the steps to her apartment, as if he lived there and she didn’t. 
 
    Heather used her keys to let them into the door, giggling as Dan pressed up against her from behind and started kissing her neck. “We’re not even in yet, hold on!” 
 
    “You’re the one who said you were impatient,” Dan pointed out, obediently following her down the hallway to the elevator. Usually Heather took the stairs to try and get in some exercise but right now she wanted a convenient wall to press Dan up against. 
 
    The moment the elevator doors closed behind them he was on her and she was the one up against the wall, one of Dan’s hands coming up behind her head to cushion it and keep her from banging it on the hard marble. He kept kissing her and kissing her, until Heather’s entire world spiraled down into the narrowness of just the two of them. The feel of his body against hers, the sheer weight of him, and the hot, slick feeling of his lips and tongue were driving her insane. She couldn’t even remember if they’d pressed the button for her floor. Was the elevator even moving? She didn’t know and she kind of didn’t care. 
 
    Dan’s hands slid underneath her shirt at her back and her stomach, his fingers gliding over the skin as if seeking to map her out. “god, you’re so beautiful,” he admitted in a rush, as if it was a secret. “You’re gorgeous like this, you’re gorgeous always.” 
 
    Heather kissed him again to shut him up. Her heart was soaring at his words, wanting to drink them in, but her stomach was clenching in shame and she wanted to swallow his words down, muffle them until they were silenced and she didn’t have to think about it anymore. Instead she focused on the way his tongue felt stroking hers, his fingers digging roughly into her skin, and the feelsgoodalmosttoomuch sensation as she hooked a leg around his and ground up against him. 
 
    Dan pulled back to nose at the skin behind her ear, and that was when Heather saw that the elevator doors were open. They’d reached her floor. 
 
    “Dan,” she warned. Dan just made a humming sound and Heather pushed at him so that she’d have room, then grabbed two handfuls of his shirt and started dragging him out of the elevator. “The elevator stopped.” 
 
    “I mean, we don’t have to go to your place,” he pointed out. “I’m okay with the elevator, really. We can just hit the emergency stop button.” 
 
    “And then we get interrupted when the fire department arrives,” Heather replied dryly, yanking on his hand. “I don’t think so. C’mon.” 
 
    Dan grinned at her, letting her pull him down the hallway to her apartment. Heather tried to get the key into the lock, which was a little difficult when Dan kept crowding her up against the door, kissing the back of her neck and sliding his hands back underneath her shirt to slide up just shy of her breasts. 
 
    “Not helping,” Heather said, her hands shaking as she finally managed to shove the key into the lock. 
 
    “I’d say that I feel terrible, but I’d be lying.” 
 
    Heather turned around and let him pin her up against the door, kissing him slowly, then hooking her leg around his at an angle to neatly turn him so that he was the one against the door. Dan made a groan of appreciation, his hands sliding over her ass and squeezing gently, and then Heather found the door handle and promptly opened it, sending Dan reeling backwards and almost tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “Okay that,” he panted, pointing an accusing finger at her but smiling all the same, “Was a dirty trick.” 
 
    “Oh no, he’ll never sleep with me now,” Heather said in a completely flat, deadpan voice. 
 
    Dan laughed and grabbed her hands, reeling her back into him, and Heather kicked the door closed behind them. “What the hell am I going to do with you, you little spitfire?” 
 
    “Fuck me?” Heather said brightly, smiling. 
 
    The humor went out of Dan’s face and he growled, his hands coming up under her thighs to lift her up. Heather gave an involuntary shriek, completely startled, her arms and legs wrapping around him out of pure instinct because holy shit Dan could pick her up and carry her like she was made of nothing. Something. Something lightweight. She couldn’t really be expected to think up good metaphors at a time like this. 
 
    Heather had to give him directions to the bedroom, laughing as Dan tried to kiss her and carry her and stumble to the bedroom all at the same time. She peppered kisses all over his face, raking her fingers through his hair, laughing into his mouth until he finally dropped her onto her bed, so hard that she bounced a little. 
 
    “You’re an awful person,” Dan informed her, pulling his shirt up and off, “Laughing at me like that.” 
 
    “I’m an awful person in many ways,” Heather said, ignoring the pang in her chest at that. “That’s really the thing that tipped you off?” 
 
    “You’re lucky I like you,” Dan replied, crawling up the bed between her spread legs. He put his hands on her thighs and spread them wider, making fresh heat run through Heather’s body. She was so turned on from this, his hands on her legs, his dark eyes gleaming, a teasing smile on his face. “Let’s get this stuff off of you, hmm?” 
 
    Heather nodded, eager to comply, shucking off her shirt and letting Dan help her get her pants and the rest off. She ran her hands over his chest, feeling the skin jump and twitch underneath her, and then grabbed at his belt loops. “Off,” she chanted. “Off, off, off.” 
 
    “Bossy,” Dan teased, getting his pants off himself when Heather’s hands started shaking too much, and oh, god, Heather needed her mouth on his dick this very instant. 
 
    She considered the merits of grabbing Dan and flipping him over—growing up with a boy for her best friends and numerous cousins had meant she turned out to be a bit of a pro at wrestling—but then thought that might lead to accidental flailing and injury, so she licked her lips pointedly, then looked up at him through her lashes. 
 
    “Can I blow you?” she asked. 
 
    Heather had never seen someone have a heart attack, but she was pretty sure that Dan’s expression right now was the same expression that they’d have on their face if she did. “I, uh.” He flushed red. “Yeah, yes, I mean, please.” 
 
    Heather laughed, helping him flip so that she was straddling him. She liked that she could throw him off balance like this, reduce him to stuttering and pure want. She gave him a wink, and then slid her mouth over the head of his dick. He wasn’t the biggest she’d had but honestly, thank god for that, and he was nice and thick which was what she preferred. She hummed around him, dragging her tongue up the underside, then tonguing his slit. Dan swore, and she encouragingly put one of his hands in her hair so he could hold on. He tugged a little and she moaned around him, taking him in as deep as she could, encouraging him to tug at her hair again. Someday she’d take her time and figure out all the little ticks and quirks of him, the things that made him thrust up into her mouth and the things that made him shudder, but right now she was feeling a bit too impatient for that. So she just set a slow but deep pace, taking him in as far as possible and then pulling off until only the tip was inside her mouth and she could suck on it, swirl her tongue around, and then go back all the way down again. Dan kept swearing above her, tugging at her hair every time she did that thing with her tongue. Once she could feel his hips starting to twitch with more force, she pulled off completely, smiling up at him as she licked her lips to catch the last of the salty tang of his precum. 
 
    “You look like…” Dan’s voice seemed to catch in his throat, his pupils blown wide and his face flushed. “You look like sin, get up here.” 
 
    Heather obliged him, crawling up his body so that he could kiss her and lick the taste of him from her mouth, his hands sliding down her back to her ass so that he could guide her into grinding against him. She wanted him inside of her, rocking into her… she reached up, blind, trying to find the lube she kept in her bedside drawer. “Condoms?” Dan asked. “I brought a couple in my wallet, if you don’t have any.” 
 
    Heather helpfully held up the condom she also kept in her bedside drawer, one of several she’d bought that morning. Dan grinned at her wickedly, and then she was definitely flailing and almost hitting Dan with her elbow as she suppressed her instinct to fight back when he flipped her, ending up between her legs again. Dan nosed at the inside of her thigh, scraping her teeth along the sensitive skin there, and Heather moaned. 
 
    “I’m going to have fun with this,” Dan promised her, his voice low and making her shiver. He kissed his way up her thighs, then started to lick around and through her folds. Heather arched up, her body responding to the teasing touch of his tongue. He was purposefully avoiding her clit, swirling his tongue around and lapping into her but not putting it where she wanted it, needed it, most, driving her crazy until she was grabbing at his hair and shoulders, arching her hips to try and get him to go where she wanted. 
 
    “Something you need?” Dan asked, chuckling darkly. 
 
    Heather resisted the urge to kick him in the head. “You know what I need.” 
 
    Dan cocked his head, as if thinking. “Hmmm, do I?” 
 
    Heather tossed her head back. “Please,” she begged. “Okay, fine, please, please, just—” 
 
    Dan gave her a proud look, like he was congratulating her for asking so nicely. Then he finally, finally, lapped at her clit, sucking on it, and Heather was keening, grabbing onto the sheets so that she wouldn’t dig her nails into Dan’s skin too much. Then he slid a finger into her, crooking it upwards, getting her clit from the inside and the outside, and Heather was panting, every nerve ending on fire and then Dan was adding one, then two more fingers, in rapid succession, speeding up a little as if he knew, he knew that she liked the feeling of that burn, that stretch, the blurred line between pleasure and pain, and Heather was going to honestly kill him if he didn’t— 
 
    Dan raked his teeth over her clit, ever so lightly, just a hint, but it was enough. Heather arched up, her hips giving a spasm, her mouth falling open in a silent, chocked-off oh of pleasure and surprise. 
 
    She was still panting when Dan crawled up her body, looking probably about as smug as she had a few minutes ago. “I’m going to get you back for that,” she said weakly. 
 
    “I look forward to it,” Dan assured her, rolling the condom on. “Are you still up for…?” 
 
    Heather hooked her leg around his ankle and executed the same move that had gotten him into her apartment, flipping him over and landing on top. “I wrestled a lot as a kid,” she explained, grinning at Dan’s shocked expression, and then she was lowering herself down onto his cock and forgetting that wrestling or anything else existed outside of this present moment between them. 
 
    There was still a voice at the back of her head telling her that she didn’t deserve this, that this was incredibly wrong of her, that she was setting herself up for disaster and going to break Dan’s heart. It was far too hard to care about much of anything when she was feeling stretched full, all of that building tension now being wound tight inside of her, growing with a pulse of heat and pleasure each time she sank down onto him. Dan watched her with wide eyes, his hands sliding up and down her body, light pinching her nipples and trailing down her stomach, like he just couldn’t stop touching her, like was starving for it. 
 
    She could tell that Dan wanted to set a faster pace, but she was on top, so she was drawing this out and keeping it slow. She could see that it was killing him, the way she was raising herself up, then sinking all the way down, rolling her hips a little with it, and then repeating the process again slowly. She loved the thick stretch of him, the slowly rising pleasure in the base of her spine, but after a while she was starting to get impatient too, wanted to ride that wave until it crested and consumed her, so she leaned down and kissed him. 
 
    “Go for it,” she whispered, brushing her lips against his. 
 
    Dan threaded his fingers in her hair and kept her close to him, surging up to kiss the life out of her, his hips moving fast and hard and yes, perfect, and Heather promised to never forget this feeling, never, not even when this inevitably fell apart, she was never going to forget it, and she screamed into Dan’s mouth as she came, shuddering, feeing oddly complete and thinking oh, oh, oh, this is what it feels like when you’re in love with them. 
 
    Afterward, she got a warm washcloth from her bathroom and they took turns cleaning each other up, kissing along each other’s bodies, memorizing the feel of one another. Dan kissed the spot beneath her ear and down her neck, grinning when he felt her melt against him for it. Heather added a hint of teeth along the line of his shoulder and nipped at his mouth, loving the way it made him hold her more tightly. It felt like she could spend hours mapping out the expanse of his skin and just kissing him, lazily entangling their legs, arousal a low satisfied hum underneath her skin. 
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