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      We end up home on Christmas, despite my constant, very obvious hints at eloping. Valerie turned it down. She wants our families there, wants us to have everything we’ve dreamed of for marriage. Sweet, but frustrating. I want to call her my wife now.

      Valerie hums to herself as she hangs the stockings. She squeaks, and I ignore the wreath I’ve been working on to rush over to her. She sucks her finger and looks up at me with pouty eyes. I gently take her wrist. “Show me, Dorogaya.”

      She releases her finger and I see it bruising already. Shaking my head, I kiss it twice. “Do you have something against the nails?”

      “They don’t want to go in. If I’m not rough, they won’t obey me,” she grumbles.

      I take a slow breath, trying to push down the near-constant wave of lust I feel around her. She looks at her finger as I suck it gently for her. Our eyes meet and hers dilate. I kiss her other fingers, then pull her against me, kissing her hard. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to resist her.

      “Hunt-” she moans.

      “If you are angry, we can always work out,” I murmur against her lips. “Or you can work on that wreath thing and I’ll take over nailing.”

      “You’re not tired of that?” She asks.

      I pick her up and toss her on the couch, coming down on top of her and pushing up her sweater dress. “How could I ever get tired of nailing Dr. Sexy?”

      She giggles and kisses me again. “I’m really a doctor now.”

      “Oh, I know. It increases the sexiness,” I growl.

      I kiss across her neck and rub over her bare ass. She’s only allowed to keep thongs, but today, I don’t even feel that. I groan and press my forehead to hers. “Tease.”

      “That’s Dr. Tease to you, Krolik. And it’s not a tease if I plan on following through,” she growls, reaching for my zipper, then whimpering and pulling her hurt finger away.

      I grin. “I don’t think we’ve ever had sex fully dressed.”

      “We can’t have that,” she rasps.

      I kiss her hungrily, pushing her skirt up further before undoing my pants and shoving them down just enough. I haven’t done this since I was a damn teenager. I growl as I thrust into her. Valerie’s back arches and her lips part as her voice breaks into a moan.

      “Always so ready,” I groan. “Perfect.”

      “Please fuck me,” Valerie purrs in Russian.

      She told me she’s been taking advanced Russian classes and hearing my first language on her tongue is too much. I grab her wrists, hold them above her head, and fuck her hard. I kiss her hungrily as her legs wrap around me.

      Valerie is perfect. Her tight, wet pussy, the way she moans for me, how she licks into my mouth, sucks my tongue, gives me everything I need. She pulls her hands and groans. “Let me touch you, Krolik.”

      I groan and release her just to have my shirt torn off. Valerie leans forward and kisses my chest, then licks over my nipple. I groan and jerk her onto my lap, ripping her dress off. So much for fucking with clothes on. I should have known it was a losing battle.

      “You’re so fucking perfect. I love you,” I growl in Russian.

      “I love you,” she answers in the same language as she pants and moans with me.

      I lose track of the words leaving my throat or what language they’re in as she rides me. I lick over her nipples, suck them, kiss anywhere I can reach, but then Valerie buries her hand in my hair and jerks my head back so I’m staring at her.

      “I love having you inside me, love watching your face while you fuck me, love everything about you,” she growls in Russian.

      I jerk her down harder on me and she comes apart, yelling my name, howling with pleasure until she rests her face against my neck. I fuck her faster.

      “You’re not done yet, sweetheart. I’m going to keep making you come,” I say in her ear. “Over and over again till you’ve had enough.”

      Valerie draws back and grins. “Prove it.”

      I shake my head and swat her ass hard, jerking her down harder. Valerie pants and her pussy quivers around me. She grabs my shoulders, pulls my hair, and digs her nails in. I love it all. I lose myself in her.

      She lets out a sharp breath, then kisses me hard. Valerie bites my bottom lip as I flip her around, dragging her to the edge of the couch and putting her ankles on my shoulders. I fuck her harder and she groans.

      “Hunter, so it’s so good! Don’t stop, don’t stop.”

      I’m never going to tire of Russian on her lips, never going to want her to speak English while we fuck again. I kick off my pants and thrust into her harder, swatting her ass.

      “You’re getting everything I’ve got,” I growl.

      She nods and bites her lip before reaching up to me, trying to kiss me despite the angle we’re at. She’s so damn bendy, so perfect. I grip her dark hair in my hand and increase the pace.

      The sound of our bodies slapping together, her moans, and mine echo through the house. I grind into her when I’m buried deep. “Come for me!”

      “Da! Da!” she yells, her voice hoarse. “Hunter, yes!”

      “Keep your eyes on me,” I order.

      “Oh fuck, yes! Fuck me harder! No control!” She yells.

      I hear a door open, but I don’t care. Valerie claws at my chest, then her head falls back. Senseless Russian falls out from between her lips. I don’t pull out, I can’t. She’s too much. My arms shake and I groan while trying to catch my breath. It’s not possible when Valerie’s still pulling at me, her pussy still squeezing me, all while I’m high on my orgasm.

      “Hunter,” Chase says in a dangerous, low voice.

      I hold up a finger and let Valerie’s legs slide to the side. I lean down and kiss her slowly, dragging it out before resting my forehead against her. “I’ll join you in the shower in just a second.”

      She nods once. I turn to face my brother and see a worried, half-angry expression on his face. He glances around me with an obvious question. Ah, he hasn’t heard Valerie speak fluent Russian, especially not in her hoarse voice.

      I move out of the way, then help my fiancée when she stumbles. I kiss her finger again. “I’ll take care of the stockings.”

      “Okay,” she sighs. “I like how you nail me.”

      “I know you do.” I rub her lower back. “I love when you speak Russian.”

      “Since you have such an intense reaction, I can’t do it often.” She pats my chest, kisses my shoulder, then notices Chase. She beams. “You’re home!”

      Chase hugs her tightly, then kisses her. He looks at her face for a long time. “I didn’t realize you were that good, that you .... that you wanted to learn.”

      “I can’t have you three talking about things and then repeating yourselves in English. Now you can’t keep secrets right in front of me,” Valerie teases before kissing Chase again.

      She gives me a long, appreciative look, then heads upstairs to shower. Chase shakes his head. “I’ve never heard ... I never guessed ...”

      “Did you think I was with someone else?” I demand. “That I’d cheat on our fiancée?”

      “I was confused,” Chase rubs his forehead. “It’s all this shit father has me working through. He’s so sure that we’re going to have a problem since some little groups are rearing up and eager to fill the gap of the Italians.”

      “Are any of them an actual threat to us?”

      “Considering Lief is pulling back and only wants to train or work in self-defense, our father has concerns,” Chase sighs. “Speaking of, I’m surprised he didn’t beat me home. He was eager to leave.”

      “Weird,” I agree but glance upstairs. “I should ... see to her.”

      “Go,” Chase encourages before going to the kitchen. “I’ll get started on dinner.”

      “Chase,” I start.

      “It’ll calm me down from today,” he assures with a wave. “And I’ll watch for Lief.”

      I nod and join Valerie in the shower. She gives me a ‘come get me’ look from under the water and I groan. “I can’t wait to call you my wife, Dorogaya.”

      “Come get me, fiancé,” she says while crooking her finger at me.

      “Insatiable,” I growl before joining her. I kiss her hard and deep. Valerie stands on her toes and wraps her arms around my neck. I kiss her with passion, our tongues slipping and sliding. Not as hot as the water, but so damn perfect. I draw back and cup her breast. “Is this what you pictured when you were making me chase you?”

      “I didn’t make you do anything. You chased me even when all I was offering was a tease,” she murmurs, spreading soap over my chest. “I’m glad you hunted me down and showed me you were more than talk.”

      I press my forehead to hers. “I’m glad I did too. I’m a better man because of you.”

      Valerie draws back and cocks her head to the side. “No, you aren’t.”

      “Valerie-”

      “You chose to put the work in to get better, Hunter. That was you. You could have kept with the cheap come-ons. You could have stayed exactly as you were and you would have someone else, but you chose to work on yourself, to be vulnerable, to change. That was all you,” she pats my chest, right over my heart. “Look at how far you’ve come. From horn dog to man I can’t get enough of.”

      My heart beats double time. I don’t know where she pulls those words from, but ... fuck, I don’t stand a chance against her when she talks to me like that. Valerie cups my face in her hand and smiles.

      “I’m so proud of you, Hunter,” she says. “And I’m so proud to call you mine.”

      “I love you so damn much, dorogaya,” I whisper. “No one else has ever made me feel like this.”

      “You better not be talking about sex,” she huffs.

      I chuckle and pull her against me, our soapy bodies rubbing together. “No. No one ever made me feel like I was capable of more than partying and sex. No one made me feel like I could be more–be different–from my father.”

      “There’s no contest. You’re better and different from him. Stronger, sexier, more vibrant. Mine,” she says.

      “Being yours might be the best thing on that list,” I say in a husky voice. “I want to be yours forever. The most terrifyingly accomplished, sure, understanding, and wicked woman in the world ... I don’t think I could live without you.”

      Her eyes water. “I’m not scary.”

      “You terrify plenty of people and I love it. You’ll survive in our world and in the normal world, refuse to let anyone talk down to you, and own every room you walk into. Never hide from the power you have, sweetheart,” I order her.

      Her breath catches, and her eyes dip to my lips. “If you don’t kiss me right now, I’ll scream.”

      I grin and kiss her, drawing out each curl of my tongue, sucking her bottom lip, making sure she feels exactly how much I love her in each drawn-out kiss. In a world full of guns, knives, sharp people, and terrible intentions, Valerie is the best thing in the world to come home to.

      She’s the best woman I could ever have–better than my fantasies, imagination, and dreams.

      Nothing in the world could convince me she was not worth fighting for. I’d give up my legacy, my reputation, and everything else, just to be hers.
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      After another round of sex–much softer than our first–Hunter and I head downstairs. He joins his brother and, after a brief conversation, Hunter swats the back of Chase’s head. “You’re the boss! Did you forget that?”

      “We’re the boss and you’re never there!” Chase argues.

      I sigh as I watch them. Brothers will be brothers, but I don’t like them arguing, especially about business. Maybe I need to go back to the mansion and talk with the other wives. After all, I should tell them I’m going to join their ranks and maybe I can get an idea on how to bring their father to heel.

      Vanya–their returned mother–clearly isn’t doing the job. I learned from my first poker game with the wives of some of the other mafia members that women have plenty of power ... once we know how to use it.

      Right now, I only know how to be a distraction and to create the room for my men to speak. Considering when I say too much, it causes problems and could make their father doubt them; I have to toe the line, find the right way to get things moving.

      “I’m there all the time, but it either causes a fight, or–if I support you–it just makes our father hate your plans more,” Hunter argues.

      “He’s displeased about every move I make, thinks I’m not being proactive enough. He even said he put the wrong son in charge today,” Chase says.

      Oh, hell no. “He’s fucking wrong.”

      Both men look at me. I stand up and walk to stand between them. I swat Hunter’s butt. “Don’t hit your brother.”

      “I just-” Hunter starts.

      “Especially not when he’s dealing with this shit. Behave or I’ll start spanking you,” I threaten.

      Hunter’s eyes flair with desire, as if we didn’t just go two rounds. I turn to Chase. “Your father is an egotistical narcissist who clearly can’t let go of control. Remember, he publicly handed you the reigns, Chase.”

      “I know he did,” Chase sighs. “He shouldn’t have. I’m just a computer guy.”

      “You are both. You’re a good leader, Baby Boy,” I say, with a hand on my hip. “You think things through, you play the long game, you’re compassionate, loving, and you mix your desires with the good of the people, plus, you’re always willing to listen to the ideas of others. That’s what makes a good leader. That’s you.”

      Chase’s shoulders drop, and he gives me a small smile. “One day, there will be a problem you can’t fix with words.”

      “Never,” I disagree, kissing his neck, then standing on my toes to kiss his jaw.  “I enjoy being able to fix things with my words. Then again ... Lief has taught me how to use a knife pretty well.”

      Both my men chuckle, but the math doesn’t take long to do. I motion to them and narrow my eyes. “I’m missing a fiancé.”

      “Say it again,” Chase orders.

      My lips curl in a wicked smile. “Fiancé.”

      He kisses me hard, pressing me against the fridge as he grabs my ass and grinds against me. I moan and rub his shoulders, tangling our tongues. He pours his affection into me. When he draws back, all I can do is stare.

      How the hell did I get these men? Sure, they’re older and we mesh well, but they’re way too good for me. Rich, handsome, strong, independent. Why would they settle for sharing me? Why would they propose to me, spoil me with an amazing home?

      “I like the way you look at me,” Chase hums.

      “I love all three of you,” I breathe, then exhale and glance around. “Speaking of three.”

      “No clue.” Chase holds his hands up. “He left before me.”

      I pull out my phone and call Lief, impatient to have all my men together. They should be together and the last time Lief was late, it was because he was injured. I don’t want that again. The phone answers and I hear a sigh.

      “Where are you?” I demand.

      “Vicious as ever, little viper,” he says gently. “I’m on my way home.”

      “Uninjured?” I ask, putting a hand on my hip.

      “Yes,” he says without hesitation.

      “You’re never late unless you’re injured!” I insist. “What’s keeping you away?”

      “I’m not allowed to surprise you? Is that a new rule after you proposed? It wasn’t in the vows,” Lief says. “You’d like the weather. A storm is rolling in. We’re going to have snow.”

      “Lief,” I sigh. “Get home, Viking. I want you here.”

      “I’m less than three minutes away. Are you in trouble?” He asks. I hear him accelerate. “Where are Hunter and Chase?”

      “Right here, watching me in a way that definitely means I’m in trouble,” I hint.

      “One minute and I’ll be parking,” he promises.

      “I’m going to hold it to you.”

      I hang up and look at Chase and Hunter as they approach. I point at Hunter. “You just had me twice.” Then I focus on Chase. “You are in the middle of cooking and your food will burn.”

      “Take out is better anyway,” Chase dismisses.

      “Hey, knock it off. Lief is about to be home and then we can move forward, okay? I want all my fiancé’s right here, where you belong,” I whisper.

      Chase cups my cheek. “You are unbearably sweet, you know that?”

      “How dare you say that! I’m not sweet, I’m vicious, I’m strong! I’m more than enough to keep up with the three of you in every way!” I insist.

      They chuckle and Chase pulls me against him. “You don’t even realize how sweet you are, which makes it better. It’s natural.”

      “And only for us. I’m sure that Andre dude who was hitting on you never got a taste of your sweetness,” Hunter growls. “He better not have.”

      “He didn’t. He got the very worst of me,” I promise.

      I shudder as they keep kissing my neck, my cheeks, my lips, everything until the door opens. I turn. “Lief!”

      He shows me some flowers, but I run to him, wrapping my arms around him. He catches me, like he always does, but he gives me the flowers. I look at them and see they’re bound with more than a ribbon. There’s a diamond necklace there.

      I stare at it. “Lief ...”

      “I can’t spoil you often, but I’m still bothered you proposed first,” he says, adjusting me into one massive arm so he can pull the necklace free with his fingers. He offers it to me and smiles. “Am I forgiven for being late?”

      “Yes,” I whimper. “You’re forgiven.”

      I wiggle in his arms until he sets me down. I hold my hair up and Lief puts the necklace on me. His fingers brush across my neck, raising goosebumps. My breath catches. The mix of the cold of the metal and the hot of his fingers are overwhelming. I pant and lean back against my handsome Viking.

      “Do you like it?” He asks.

      “I love you,” I say as I turn around and stand on his boots to kiss him. Lief groans and drops the flowers, wrapping his arms around me and squeezing me tightly against him as our bodies move and our tongues brush. I draw back and cup his face. “So be on time.”

      He nods and kisses me again. “Are we having take out tonight?”

      “We are now,” Chase says. “You have all of us, baby doll. If you have the energy ...”

      “I told you, I can keep up with all of you, all the time,” I say teasingly.

      They put it to work, giving me every ounce of pleasure they can while taking plenty of their own. I pant and groan, taking every orgasm, giving plenty, enjoying all of it for hours and hours.

      Once we finally finish, I collapse, just laying in bed with Chase while Lief goes to order us food and Hunter showers. Chase drags me closer to him and presses his face to my hair. “We’re supposed to have lunch with my parents tomorrow.”

      I groan and dig my nails into his side. He grabs my hands roughly. “Nails, baby doll. We might need to cut yours.”

      “You never complain when I’m dragging them down your back,” I grumble. “Why did we agree to lunch? When did we agree to lunch?”

      “We have to tell the world we’re engaged at some point, don’t we?” Chase asks softly. “Or are you keeping a tight lip for a reason?”

      “My dad is already trying to get back into my life and saying you guys are holding me hostage. He’s going to get my mom back on his side. Your father hates me. Who’s going to be supportive about this?” I lift my head and meet his eyes.

      Chase rolls onto his back, staring at the ceiling.

      I sigh. “I’m not ashamed of this. I proposed to all three of you, Chase. I’m worried about the tabloids–like always–and of other people making our relationship hard. I just want to be happy with all three of you in our perfect house.”

      “Valerie-”

      “I mean it,” I roll onto his chest. “I mean it, Chase. I’m so happy with all of you. I love our life when we’re at home. Now that I’m going to be at the office every day after Christmas, I might not worry so much about you guys when you’re late or not home on time, but right now ... I just want to be happy with you.”

      “Sweet,” he murmurs, sitting up to kiss me, “always sweet, baby doll.”

      “Yeah, look at your back in the mirror and say that again,” I huff.

      I don’t know why sweet sounds like an insult from them. I’m not scary but I’ve held my own in two kidnappings, and kept my men safe. I’m more than sweet. I’m ... just right. Like Goldilocks ... although my big man-bears are much better than what she had to deal with.

      “Your back looks terrible,” Lief says. “Food is on the way.”

      “You!” Hunter comes out in a towel, still wet with his curly hair all mused. He points at Lief again. “We didn’t talk about you getting our fiancée something so impressive. Now Chase and I are going to-”

      Lief arches an eyebrow. “Out do me? You can try.”

      “Oh, that’s a challenge I’m taking,” Chase weighs in.

      “Don’t forget-” Hunter starts. I can see where he’s going already, though.

      “No money conversations in this house!” I yell.

      All three men look at me, and I narrow my eyes. “We’re going to be nice and supportive with one another otherwise ...”

      “This sounds like an ultimatum,” Chase growls.

      “It’s ... advice. If you’re not nice to each other, small things and passive aggressiveness will only become full hostility and I want my future husbands happy with each other and with me,” I say.

      Lief walks over and kisses me. “This is just the first gift. I have another, but I’m saving it.”

      “Lief,” I breathe.

      “An early wedding present as long as everything works out properly,” he says with a wink.

      Lief heads back downstairs in just his pajama pants. Hunter huffs. “Lief can walk around like that in winter.”

      “Let’s see your sexy silk jammies,” I tease.

      He smirks and gets dressed in silk pajamas, matching top and bottom. Chase and I take a nice bath, enjoying the warmth. He plays with the ring he gave me. “Are you happy with us?”

      “Yes. I worry about you, but-”

      “And not Hunter or Lief? That sounds suspiciously like an insult.”

      “I worry about you but I know you can handle the stress of being the boss and your father when you don’t overthink it,” I finish while tapping his temple. “Don’t let him make you into anything you aren’t.”
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      I keep Valerie’s words with me when I go to a meeting the next day. I know they’re necessary and I have to rub elbows with the right people to keep things moving, keep funds coming in and all that, but I don’t like it.

      At least Hunter looks as annoyed as I do. I just wish we had Lief here as backup. Especially when I spot Hunter shooting a hateful glare at someone. I follow his gaze and see Andre there. He looks smug.

      “Is your girlfriend not joining us today?” He asks Hunter, then to me. “Is that the right term for a woman who-”

      The door opens, and he cuts himself off. People still fear my father and don’t fear me. He shouldn’t even be here. We’re done with his company. Instead of my father, Lief walks in. I give him a questioning look, but he gives nothing away. I clear my throat. “We’ll get started.”

      “Without your father?” One man asks.

      “My father doesn’t run this business. I do. You answer to me. Some alliances formed with my father have been wonderful. My brother and I have made a number of notes throughout the years,” I say while tapping my cigar on the ash tray.

      All eyes are on me. I take a long puff, letting the silence grate on their nerves. My eyes focus on Andre. “Then again, things change. Times change. So, what are you all changing to keep up with the times and what can we all agree on to make tomorrow better?”

      “This is about making business better,” an old guy wheezes.

      “Businesses are legacies, but you should be worrying about the legacy you’re leaving. Is it just profits being put in the hands of greedy, spoiled children, or is it an empire that has left a mark on the city, the country?”

      A few of the guys murmur in agreement. I nod once and fold my hands on the table. “So, let’s talk.”

      The meeting takes far too long, and my father comes through half way, but no one takes note. I conduct it with Hunter’s help. As the men walk out, pleased, but with a respectful worry in their gaze, I raise my voice. “Andre, stay.”

      He pauses, glances at Lief, Hunter, and me. He sits back down. I nod once to Lief and he leaves the room, just dipping out as if he’s not missing a damn thing.

      “I’d like to ask how you received an invitation? Considering the last time we spoke, I made it clear we weren’t offering your business protection, assistance, or anything else.”

      “For what? Offending your sugar baby?” He scoffs. “We’re men. You saved face in front of her, but I know how to play the politics.”

      “I say nothing I don’t mean, especially since she wasn’t there to witness that conversation,” I grumble. “So explain how you got into our mansion.”

      “Your security isn’t what it should be.” Andre smiles. “It would be a shame for others to figure that out.”

      My father steps forward, but the door opens again, revealing Lief and Valerie. Valerie walks in, kisses my cheek and Hunters, then sits at the table. My father’s eyes bulge. Valerie looks innocent and peppy, which means she’s either been drinking or smoking with the wives.

      “Ah, the woman of the hour. The woman who’s standing between you and a good business deal,” Andre sighs. “A woman who doesn’t know her own worth.”

      “I appreciate the compliment on how humble I am,” Valerie says, with a slight grin. “However, you seem to be confused, or you’re a pompous elitist who thinks he’s entitled to something that’s been earned in the past.”

      “Excuse me?” Andre sits forward, no longer at ease. “And who allowed you in-”

      “I have my place here, just like everyone else who was in this room. We’ve worked hard to gain our positions. Senior Mr. Volkov has always done his research before partnering with others, something I’m sure he can confirm as a shrewd and well-versed businessman.”

      My father nods once. “That’s correct. Every man in this building must earn the right to be here. Nothing is given for free.” My father switches to Russian. “Your girlfriend does not belong in business deals.”

      “Thank you for making your position clear,” Valerie replies in English.

      I’m surprised that she ignored the opportunity to show off her Russian, but a smile tugs at my lips considering how right she’s being.

      “As far as me, I’m a psychiatrist. I’m brought in to give a second opinion on a potential partnership,” Valerie continues. “So I have some questions. Feel free to lie, answer them to make yourself look better, or whatever else. I’m very good at seeing through all the pretenses.”

      “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be alive, would you, Dorogaya?” Hunter croons.

      My father clears his throat, then gives me a curt nod.

      Andre swallows hard.

      “First, how did you get into the mansion, physically?” Valerie asks.

      “I have my ways. I’m sure they’re not as fun as yours,” Andre scoffs.

      She watches him for a long time, letting the silence drag out until he shifts and glances at his invitation. Valerie nods once. “And what future would you like to pursue with this business?”

      “You call it a business, but we all know what this is. I’m sure the police would love to know too. I’m more than happy to partner with them instead,” he says.

      I don’t notice a change, but Valerie’s eyes focus on Andre’s face.

      “Last question? What’s the best secret you’ve been told?” She asks.

      He blinks a few times. “This is ridiculous! You’re having a glorified sugar baby ask me these meaningless-”

      “You will answer her,” my father growls.

      “It wouldn’t be a secret if I shared it, now would it? I’m not the man that goes along telling everyone in school who’s cheating, where they’re buying their answers, or who shouldn’t be passing. I’m also not telling professors what women should be denied their title because of who they associate with. I haven’t told anyone that you’re dating mafia members, have I?”

      “No, that rumor about me dating three men just happened to circulate on its own,” she says.

      He falls quiet.

      “As did the rumor that frat boys were hazing when there was no evidence of it, but it made your anti-frat club numbers increase. Your father was a loyal friend to this family, but I don’t think you know the meaning of loyalty,” Valerie narrows her eyes.

      “Chase, dear,” Valerie says, turning to me and rubbing my hand. “Considering he has the invitation that got him in ...”

      “Take it, Lief,” I order.

      “Wait, I-” Andre says.

      Lief looks it over and shrugs, but then looks closer. “The date’s been corrected.”

      “Well I,” Andre clears his throat. “I needed to be here. I deserve to be here! Just because I pointed out the obvious doesn’t mean-”

      “You’re evasive, didn’t answer a single question, and I have reservations about your ability to stay silent,” I hiss. “Valerie, your professional opinion?”

      She gives me a warm smile. “Of course, sir. Based on his lack of detailed answers and his hesitance to be honest, alongside his willingness to goad you and disrespect you and this business, I noticed a few things.”

      “Go ahead,” I encourage her.

      “Andre looks down when he lies, so he skirts close to the truth–something I’m sure he learned in school. Also, he never answered about a future for the partnership because he doesn’t know what he’d do with it. He only wants to be included. He touched his watch–his father’s watch, I’m sure–when you asked, so I’m inclined to think his father is doing this as a test run rather than just handing over power,” Valerie says.

      “Excuse-” Andre starts.

      “Interrupting is rude and disrespectful,” Valerie cuts him off. “Also, if he had the ammunition to go to the police and hurt your business, he would have already done so to make a name for himself. If he does ever need us, it will be to clean up a mess or to help hide something unsavory. He’s no threat ... now, but I believe if you were to partner with him, he would be .... He’d sell you out to the highest bidder.”

      Andre’s cheeks go red and he stands up. “I won’t have some whore making decisions when this is men’s work.”

      “Even now, he doesn’t argue with the suspicions, only with me being a woman,” Valerie says. “My recommendation is to ensure he never has access to the mansion again, but–to be clear–that’s only a recommendation in my short time here.”

      “Thank you, Dr.,” Hunter says, watching her with blatant hunger.

      “Wonderful, I’ll take my leave,” Valerie says. She pauses as she walks past hunter and runs her left hand over his shoulder, flashing her engagement rings. “I’m always happy to help.”

      My father gapes at her hand, but she walks to Lief, whispers something in his ear, and leaves.

      I glance at my father. “Would you like to add anything to this decision?”

      “His father is a good man. Perhaps we should invite him and tell him of our concerns so he can better wrangle his son,” my father says in Russian.

      Hunter nods once. “I’d agree to that, with the signature of an NDA–by his father.”

      “Very well,” I decide. “Andre, you are not welcome at our compound or as a partner in this business. From now on, we will contact your father directly and he’s the only one we will conduct business with. We’ll talk again in a year.”

      “Or five. You know how busy we are,” Hunter snorts. “Merry Christmas.”

      Andre stands and stomps his foot before storming out of the room. My father opens the door and demands Valerie. She comes in, looks around, then sits on my lap. “I’m so proud of you.”

      I beam at her. “Thank you for wording things like that.”

      “Like what? You asked for a recommendation, that’s what I gave. I’m not going to make demands when this isn’t my business,” she says.

      I kiss her, then Hunter drags my chair over. “Share.”

      The door shuts with a bang and my father points at us. Lief joins our side and takes Valerie’s hand. It takes our father four attempts to get anything out at all, but then he sputters–in Russian of course, “you’re engaged?”

      Valerie lights up, unable to pretend she doesn’t understand. “Da!”

      He looks at her with abject horror. “And you ...”

      “I proposed, beat them to it,” she giggles. “Not that they weren’t prepared. So sweet waiting until I’ve gotten my doctorate and made a name for myself.”

      My father swallows hard. I shrug. “You knew we were going to propose. We talked about it on thanksgiving.”

      “I didn’t think ... so soon and ...” he stumbles a little.

      “I think we should hurry to lunch, father,” Hunter says while standing and pulling Valerie from my arms. He kisses the ring he gave her. “You’re looking a little unsteady.”

      “I’ll call your mother,” he says before rushing out of the room.

      “She’s not our ...” Hunter takes a slow breath and shakes his head. “Vanya will be happy about this.”

      Valerie kisses his chest. “You’re doing well, Hunt. Maybe you should come back to the office after Christmas. I have an end of day appointment available.”

      He exhales. “Counseling sounds good.”

      I shake my head. He missed the ‘end of day’ comment, but he’ll catch on. Right now, there’s one lunch standing between us and Christmas. This year will be a big one, especially considering the guest list.
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      Vanya gapes at my rings. She counts them three times, but only smiles slightly. Mr. Volkov, on the other hand, isn’t fond of this. He keeps shifting, his mouth turns down at the corners, even when he smiles, which must be some kind of superpower.

      It’s so distracting that all I can do is push my salad around my plate. If Mr. Volkov ‘respects’ me, like Hunter has said, and doesn’t like this, then what will my family think? No, it doesn’t matter what they think.

      I freed myself from my parents and their expectations when I was sixteen and ran away. They can orbit each other, getting worse, never able to leave the toxic world they’ve built together, but I won’t be them.

      My mother doesn’t get to influence me, my choice, or my future. I won’t become her and I won’t let a fear of what my parents think keep me from being with my men. No way, no how. Then I’d be fucking up the life I’ve been building on my own.

      “Dorogaya?” Hunter asks. “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      I sit up taller. “I’m not in the mood for salad. I’m excited about the main course.”

      He glances at Chase, but Lief meets my eyes. I see a smile threatening his lips. I rub Hunter’s foot under the table and take Chase’s hand under the table. He adjusts our fingers so they’re laced together.

      Hunter rubs his shoe against mine, and I take a deep breath. If I show weakness, my guys will think I’m ashamed of them, just like the conversation I had with Chase.

      Vanya reaches out to me. “Show me the rings! I have to see them!”

      I show her my left hand and she coos over them, then Chase surrenders my right hand so I can show her Hunter’s ring too. She points at that one. “Who gave you which?”

      “Can’t you tell?” Hunter asks with a snort. I shoot him a look, hoping he’ll know it means to calm down. He sighs. “Mine is on her right hand.”

      “The one on her middle finger is mine!” Chase says.

      Lief says nothing. He trusts Vanya to figure it out. She squeezes my hand. “Are you happy? Did they surprise you?”

      I blink. I’m not used to her being so excited. She’s reserved, even in the counseling sessions we’ve had. She’s always had a tight grasp on her emotions, but Mr. Volkov looks at her like he can’t imagine not loving her.

      Huh, maybe being in the right relationship can help some people.

      “I felt surprised. We went to Denver and Lief came to get me while I was trying to figure out how to propose. I gave him his coat and forgot the rings I got for the guys in there. He found it, and it all just came out. I’d had the rings for a while, wanting to do it, but the timing was important to me,” I say as calm as I can.

      “She ruined the surprise,” Hunter mumbles. “We were so patient, and made sure to be secretive. She messed up our plan.”

      “We did. To get her favorite food delivered, to sit by the fire, then to propose to her when she was comfortable and at peak happiness,” Chase agrees.

      Lief nods. “Then I found the box.”

      “Well, your proposal was better than mine, and it made Hunter angry that I did it first,” I say.

      “So your plan was better.”

      “We’ll just have to redo it then,” Hunter says. “On an anniversary or something.”

      I roll my eyes, but peck his cheek.

      “And you know you can’t marry all three men, correct? That is against the law,” Mr. Volkov chimes in.

      “I know that,” I say, even if I want to ignore it. I have a feeling there will be an Olympics for whoever marries me on paper.

      “We’re going to work that out,” Chase says without obvious worry. “We just want to be together and be happy. That’s all this is about. We want a future together.”

      “Sharing one woman?” Mr. Volkov says. I can see it would take three men to capture Valerie, but ...”

      “But what?” I ask, refusing to back down. “Am I not good enough for your sons and Lief?”

      “That’s not what I said,” Mr. Volkov says. “You’re a strong woman, smart, capable, but you’re ... one woman.”

      “Yes,” I answer. “I am. I’m the woman that these three amazing men want.”

      “Easy,” Lief murmurs. “No one is arguing that we don’t want you, little viper.”

      I bite my tongue–to keep myself in check. What is it about Mr. Volkov that riles me? I’ve already proved myself time and time again and I know I’m good for my men. I know they’re good for me. We bring out the best in each other and that’s what’s important–not if someone else approves.

      “I am trying to ... make sure that everyone is happy, as you all keep stating. I don’t want to deal with a messy divorce after such a complicated marriage,” he explains.

      “Divorce isn’t in the cards,” Hunter says in a calm voice. “We’re marrying a psychologist. Counseling and talking is kind of mandatory.”

      “I don’t force you to go ... do I?” I ask him as Chase talks about how well we’ve been living together and everything else.

      “No, Dorogaya. You don’t force anything,” he assures me, rubbing my knee. “I enjoy counseling and I enjoy you.”

      “Do you enjoy me?”

      He leans forward so his lips brush my ear lobe. “We don’t have to wait until we get home for me to prove that to you. I’m sure there’s a bathroom here.”

      “Hunt,” I whisper.

      “Do you remember the gala Gunner brought you to? You had a lot of fun with Chase and me in a bathroom.” His hand inches higher on my leg. “It’s been too long since we’ve been dangerous in the right way.”

      “Krolik, you’re fishing for trouble,” I rasp. “Behave until after lunch.”

      “We used to be fun,” he pouts.

      “We are still very fun. I didn’t say the car was off limits. With Chase and Lief watching from the front seat, unable to do a thing except enjoy the view.”

      He groans and kisses me, keeping it PG.

      “Not in public please, we’re a respectable family,” Mr. Volkov hisses.

      Lief arches an eyebrow at me and Chase rubs my other knee, distracted. I take a few deep breaths. “So, what is everyone ordering?”

      It’s a miracle that we get through lunch without a fight. Considering Mr. Volkov and I don’t have an excellent track record for meetings without fights. After Mr. Volkov grabs the bill, I can already see the guys plotting for something, something I’m sure we shouldn’t do in front of the senior-level adults.

      “We’ll have to have a party to celebrate the engagement. Don’t worry, we’ll set it all up. Lief, your parents should come,” Vanya says. “I love your mother.”

      “They’ll be here soon. They’re coming for Christmas,” he answers.

      Jeeze, that’s not far away. I think they’re joining us tomorrow night and staying for Christmas and a few days after, but ... where does the time go?

      I need more stockings.

      “Then we’ll just have to set up a time after Christmas, but before New Year!” Vanya plans. “I’m glad we have something to celebrate. It’s good for our family, isn’t it, love?”

      Mr. Volkov nods once, but his smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “Of course. Celebrating.”

      “Later, right now, we have very important plans,” Chase says. “Lief, do you mind?”

      “Not at all,” he agrees.

      Before I can ask what he means, Lief tosses me over his shoulder. He laughs as I struggle against him. Then I’m in the back of the car. We should have gotten a limo. We should always get a limo so I can have them all within touching distance.

      Hunter joins me in the back seat as Lief and Chase take the front. Hunter grins. “So, what were we talking about at lunch?”

      “Is that what this is?” I ask.

      Hunter pulls me onto his lap, then notices the fact I’m wearing leggings. He groans and narrows his eyes at me. “You said that we could have fun in the car while the guys watch.”

      “I didn’t say it would be easy,” I tease.

      Hunter growls and turns me around. “Chase, get a shoe.”

      I squeal as Hunter and Chase work together to rip off my boots, socks, and then to drag my leggings down. Once they’re down to my knees, Hunter groans. “Much better.”

      He turns me around, jerks me down on his lap so I’m facing Chase and rubs over my pussy with his fingers. I arch my back and kiss across his jaw as he focuses on my clit.

      I moan. “Krolik, please!”

      “Please what? I’m touching you, enjoying you,” he says before nipping my ear. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

      His fingers slip on my wetness, teasing my entrance so I gasp instead of answer. Chase groans. “Lift her shirt.”

      “In traffic?” I ask.

      “Don’t worry, I’m greedy,” Hunter promises in my ear before doing that. He pulls my shirt up, revealing my bra, then pulls one breast free. He pinches my nipple, then rolls it between his fingers. “I love how wet you get when we play with your nipples.”

      “Please, Hunt,” I groan, reaching behind me to pull his zipper down.

      “You want my cock, Valerie? Say it,” he orders.

      I feel Lief and Chase watching, but my eyes stay on Hunter. “I want your cock deep inside my pussy. You know how wet I am. Don’t you want to feel it?”

      He kisses me with passion, then pumps his fingers into me. I moan and pant against Hunter’s lips until kissing him is useless. Knowing there are cars whizzing around us, able to see in the window, able to see me, makes it even hotter.

      “Please!” I whine. “Please, Hunt!”

      “If you won’t give our fiancée what she wants, we can pull over, trade places, and I’ll take care of her,” Lief growls. “Right now, she’s distracting the driver.”

      Hunter lifts me, then drops me down on his cock. I groan with him as he fills me. My eyes flutter and I roll my hips on him. Hunter squeezes my nipple harder. “So damn wicked.”

      “An you love it,” I pant. “You love me.”

      “Fuck, I love you,” he growls against my shoulder as I bounce on him. Let other cars watch, I don’t care. I get all three of my men right here focused on me. I pant and continue circling my hips as I bounce on Hunter. He keeps me close, wrapping his arm around my belly.

      “Don’t hit your head, Dorogaya. Be good. Fuck, yes, just like that,” he growls.

      “I hope you want a life of this daily,” Chase says as he leans into the backseat and spreads my legs. “Because that’s what you’re signing up for with us.”

      “I want it!” I yell as I get closer and closer to the edge. My toes curl, my head arches back, and I moan again. “Fuck, I want you all. Constantly. Forever.”

      “Have it,” Hunter growls, jerking me down and taking me the way he needs.

      My eyes roll back as he thrusts like a jackrabbit, fast, deep, and hard. His fingers dig into my hips. I can’t get enough, won’t ever have enough. I gasp, grab at anything I can, then surrender to the overwhelming pleasure as I come apart in the back seat of the car, louder than the music on the radio.

      Hunter groans and jerks me down to finish with me.

      A damn good day.
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      I’m not sure what to do with myself. We already hung the stockings. Cookies are in the oven. The tree is decorated, but it doesn’t feel like Christmas. Even with the snow on the ground and still falling from the sky, it only feels like winter.

      Is that a part of growing up? Yes.

      “Lief?” Valerie asks as I toss another log on the fire.

      I turn to face her and drink her in. She’s beautiful in an effortless way. The light blue sweater she has on over her black leggings keeps falling off her shoulder, teasing me with her collarbone.

      Even after enjoying our dinner late thanks to our fun in the bedroom yesterday, I want her. Valerie walks over and kisses my cheek. “I’m glad you’re still here.”

      “It’s not Hunter or Chase’s fault that they were dragged into last-minute business,” I say.

      “I know.” She sucks her bottom lip. “I mean, there are no holidays when you’re in the mafia, but still. It’s Christmas Eve! Your parents are coming over. My brother’s on his way. I just hoped they’d have a peaceful day, too.”

      “Are you pouting?”

      “No!” She tosses her hair back. “I’m just frustrated. Maybe the whole mafia needs to change. People deserve to have time with their families rather than being on call all the time.”

      I watch her process what she just said. Is she worried that being married would be harder than the average relationship? After everything we’ve been through, she wouldn’t expect anything drastic to change.

      She sits down on the couch and looks over at the stockings while calming. “It smells good in here.”

      “I’m making cookies.”

      She smiles. “You’re reliable like that.”

      “Am I?” I sit next to her. “Reliable in the kitchen and nowhere else?”

      “You let nothing slip through the cracks, Lief. You’re diligent and predictable at home–in the best way–despite being lethal,” she leans her head on my shoulder. “I wish Sophie knew how amazing you three are.”

      “She doesn’t need to know what we do for work to know that we’re good for you. That’s all that matters,” I assure, playing with her hair. “You should call her. She’s impossible to reach on Christmas.”

      “Yeah, she is,” Valerie sighs. “It’ll be quick and then you can unwrap me.”

      I chuckle and rub over the back of her neck. “I can wait for Christmas.”

      “You don’t have to. We have a warm, cozy fire. The snow is outside and can’t hurt us. It’s just us with plenty of time for-” Her phone goes off.

      She sighs. “Never mind.” After she picks up, she sucks her bottom lip. “Tristan, are you ... we talked about this! We agreed Mom would not be here! No, I’m not saying that just ... fine.”

      Valerie climbs onto my lap and rests her head on my shoulder. “I need your amazing conversation skills right now.”

      “You’re the expert, pet.”

      She presses her forehead to mine. “My mother is coming. You know how she feels about our relationship. How am I supposed to handle her and impress your parents?”

      “You’ve already impressed my parents. My mom asks about you all the time. My father is charmed. They keep wondering when we’re going to visit them,” I murmur. “Would you like to get out of the country?”

      “Right now. Let’s go! We’ll meet the guys at the private jet and-”

      I kiss her, softly, dragging it out until her shoulders drop. I smile at her dreamy expression. “You are fearless. Who else could handle this but you? You’ve survived worse and brought hell down on anyone who would bad mouth us or attack us. You can do the same for yourself.”

      After a few deep breaths, she nods. “You’re right. I’m not my mother. I will not run.”

      “You’re my Valerie right now–strong, vicious, with plenty of bite and know how. Use that with your mother. Maybe seeing how calm my mother is about all this will help.”

      “Josefine knows I was going to propose, but I didn’t tell her we’re engaged,” Valerie admits. “She’ll be so happy.”

      “You’ve taken on mafia bosses, your father, a doctoral program, and the three of us. What’s one woman?” I encourage.

      She rubs my chest. “You’re not supposed to be sexy and smart, Lief.”

      “Look in the mirror and say that.”

      “Oh no, I’m allowed to be both, but you ... it’s just not fair,” she licks her bottom lip. “Maybe I need a little more confidence building? A little more proof of what I’m capable of?”

      I arch an eyebrow, not sure where she’s going with this.

      “Let me take care of you?” She continues. “Just brushing your hair, massaging your shoulders, feeding you warm cookies?”

      I blush. I forget how much she enjoys doing things like that. I forget how much I like it too until it’s offered and all the memories come back. My lips turn up.

      “I demand Viking braids,” I state.

      Valerie laughs and follows through, brushing my hair, then putting small French braids down both sides of my head. Every little tug, the way she hums to both of us–Christmas songs that always switch without warning–makes me feel warm.

      “Last hair tie, please,” Valerie asks.

      I offer it to her and she finishes the last bit before kissing my cheek. Her hands slide down my neck, so light that goosebumps rise on my skin. Then she massages my shoulders as she continues kissing my temple and cheek.

      “You’re so warm,” Valerie murmurs, wrapping her arms around my neck and cuddling me tight. Her legs wrap under my arms and she presses her cheek to the top of my head. “I like when it’s just the two of us sometimes.”

      “Revise please,” I request.

      She laughs and squeezes me. “I always like when it’s just the two of us being cute or sexy.”

      I grin and rub her legs, enjoying the passing thought that I’m her favorite. “I do too, pet. The cookies are almost done.”

      “I’m getting them. You stay right there, get comfortable,” she motions.

      I watch Valerie as she looks at the time on the cookies, opens it, pokes something, then smiles. I could watch her do anything. I have. Seeing her struggle to get clothes into the washer, dancing as she cleans the floors while singing along to whatever song is available.

      It’s all entrancing.

      She brings me over three cookies, setting them in my lap since all I’ve done is moved to the couch. I catch her wrist before she can finish. “Pick up the plate, please.”

      She does, then I pull her down on my lap. Valerie giggles and kisses my cheek. “I love you, Viking.”

      When I open my mouth to answer, she shoves a cookie into my mouth.

      After an hour of letting her pamper me, the doorbell rings. Valerie’s shoulders slump. “I guess we’re the welcoming committee.”

      “You’re not very excited.”

      “I was enjoying our time together. I hope it’s your mother! I’ve missed Josefine, texting her isn’t the same as being together in person,” Valerie says as she hops off me.

      “You text my mother?” I ask, sure I’ve heard her wrong.

      “Yes! We talk about things that are going on, about work, sometimes we even talk about you,” Valerie taps my nose. “I won’t keep the mother of my lovely Viking waiting.”

      Valerie hops to the door as I hide a smile.

      Valerie laughs and shows my parents in. Mother hugs her without hesitation. “I love those memes you send me. Funny and wonderful.”

      “I’ve never seen her laugh so much, then I get to see them too,” Father says with pride.

      Valerie gives me a warm smile and puts another cookie in my mouth. “Say hello to your parents and show them everything we have planned.”

      “Happily,” I agree, but give her the rest of the cookie. “Remember, this is fun, not added pressure.”

      She kisses me and squeezes my hand.

      I show my mother what we’ve been working on and I notice her glancing at me the second I look away. I feel it even when I don’t catch it from the corner of my eyes. She gives up the game when I’m explaining the tree.

      “Valerie insisted on us adding more color, not just gold, red, and green. I think it looks like more fun and ... you’re not looking at the tree, Mother,” I point out.

      “I did. I’d rather look at you.” She reaches up and pats my cheek. “So smiley and warm, like it’s already Christmas.”

      “It is, you’re here,” I take both her hands.

      “Is that what it is?” She asks in a teasing tone.

      I cock my head to the side.

      “You mention your fiancée in every sentence, then grin just saying the word,” my mother points out.

      “Oh.”

      “I’m happy you’re marrying Valerie. I saw the rings right away. You got the right spot,” she says with a wink.

      “No, Lief made these cookies,” Valerie says.

      “With or without his shirt on?” Hunter asks.

      I turn and watch as he takes stock of my parents standing in the living room.

      “Well, Valerie is here, so I’m guessing that they’re-” Before Chase can finish, Hunter covers his mouth. “We have guests.”

      Hunter and Chase both greet my parents and try to play off the comments, even though my mother’s enjoying their attempts without helping them at all. I walk to Valerie and lean down to whisper in her ear.

      “Are you planning to tell the guys your mother is coming?” I ask.

      “I doubt she’ll show. She’ll think about it, not want to come, and then it’s not a problem. Why bring it up if we don’t need to worry about it?” She asks. I watch her for a moment, looking for any of her tells. She holds my gaze, then smiles. “I told Tristan to check in five minutes before he gets here, so he’ll tell me.”

      Her phone buzzes and she nods before showing me.

      Tristan: Mom wasn’t up to it.

      “See, I shouldn’t have believed it for a minute. I worried you for no reason at all.” Valerie kisses my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes darken, but her smile doesn’t budge. It doesn’t hide the disappointment. Even when Tristan arrives and meets my parents, Valerie glances at the empty chair, the one she’d moved just in case.

      I watch her throughout dinner, adding into the conversation here and thee as needed. Valerie seems to notice me watching her and keeps double checking to see if I’ve looked away. I head into the kitchen to follow Valerie and help with dishes.

      She jumps. “Oh, Viking ... why have you been watching me all night?”

      “You’ve seemed disappointed. You know that covering emotions, even for the sake of others, is still not good,” I murmur into her hair.

      “It’s good. This is the best way for things to have worked out. She couldn’t ruin our fun day. It’s what I hoped for,” Valerie says.

      She must not be ready to deal with this. I’m not about to rush her.

      “Let’s enjoy the hot coco, the cookies, and our families. Dishes can wait until ... after Christmas,” I say.

      Valerie turns in my arms and grins. “You’re a very good fiancée.”

      As if that’s a challenge, I cup her ass and squeeze while grinding her against me. “In multiple ways.”

      “Lief!” she gasps, then giggles. “As soon as the guests are asleep, we can do that.”

      I bring her back to the couch so she can talk with my parents, her brother, as well as Chase and Hunter. I’m happy to watch this each year. With snow, a hot fire, and family, it’s a fairytale Christmas.

      When we get in bed and Valerie hints at presents in the worst ways to lead us off track, I grin. I’ve already submitted my two-week’s notice. They accepted an agreement–I’ll keep training new recruits part time.

      More time with the love of my life and more moments like today.

      I don’t need anything else for Christmas.
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      I try to get up before my guys, so I can make sure everything is perfect. As I position myself half-over Lief, his eyes open and he flashes a ridiculous smile.

      “Lief, shh, I-” I whisper before trying again to escape.

      He wraps his arms around me and pulls me down on him. “Merry Christmas to you, pet,” he says in my ear. “You don’t want morning cuddles?”

      I blink at him, then snuggle against his chest. He rubs my back and kisses my temple. “Let’s shower and show Chase and Hunter the Christmas pajamas you got us.”

      We do just that, forcing them into the cute onesies I found. Lief’s mom takes a picture of us and I notice she and Rodger are wearing matching pajamas, too.

      Tristan rubs his forehead before taking a long drink of coffee. “What did you do to get your fiancé’s into those outfits?”

      I shove him and he complains about his coffee spilling before sitting down.

      “You didn’t go crazy, did you?” I ask the guys while looking over the number of presents under the tree.

      “No, not by our standards,” Chase answers.

      Of course, his standards are private yacht dates and trips to aquariums states away. I narrow my eyes at them. Hunter insists on passing out the gifts. He beams the whole time while Chase teases him.

      Even the manliest men love Christmas. It’s wonderful.

      Josefine laughs as Hunter gives me another one before tossing at Chase and another to Tristan. Once we are all set with our boxes, I glower at my fiancés. They went way over the top and they know it based on the shit-eating grins they’re wearing.

      “I think you should start, Josefine,” I say as I dismantle the tower of boxes around me.

      She opens up a necklace with sapphire from Hunter and a nice diamond tennis bracelet from Chase. When she opens the apple watch from Lief, we get a smile.

      “I’ve wanted one of these to improve my efficiency,” Josefine says.

      Lief nods once. “I remembered our conversation about them.”

      I got her a picture she sent me of her and Lief blown up onto a canvas. She opens it and touches her throat. “Thank you, Valerie.”

      I grin. “You liked it enough to send it to me, so I thought you’d like it bigger.”

      We go through presents and Hunter gives Chase a look when he opens a box and finds a ‘computers for dummies’ book.

      Tristan laughs and Hunter huffs. “I know computers just fine.”

      Lief gets a shirt that he holds up for his mom. “I don’t have to speak to prove I’m a badass” is written across it. I giggle and Hunter winks. “Thought you needed a warning label.”

      I open plenty of presents while other people are busy to even out the numbers. Chase has gotten me a new tablet and a pen for the tablet since I prefer to use them at work. Hunter’s put together our photos from our vacation in Mexico–making a beautiful, framed set. Of course, I also have a note for a trip to wherever I want, an IOU with a winky face, a stuffed viper, and other gifts that promise being spoiled later.

      “Naughty woman,” Hunter growls, grabbing my hands.

      “Hunt!”

      “She’s been unwrapping presents while we haven’t been looking,” he says to the guys.

      I blush. “Because you gave me too many and I don’t want everyone waiting for me.”

      Chase pouts. “I enjoy seeing your face when you open presents.”

      “I love everything I’ve opened so far, even though you three went over the top,” I accuse.

      Chase shakes his head at me, but Lief holds up the fitness tracker I got him. He looks at it with excited eyes. “I can monitor my growth so much easier with this.”

      Hunter rolls his eyes, but sits behind me, holding my hands so I can’t open anymore presents. Of course, he’s already done. He’s shredded through plenty. Chase opens a gift I’m sure is from Vanya–it’s a bunch of baby photos. He elbows Hunter. “I think this is for both of us.”

      I look over as well, but hear paper being shredded. Tristan opens my gift to him and shakes his head. “A doorbell cam?”

      “I figured you needed one since you don’t have a peep hole,” I retort.

      “Well, you’re going to love your gift,” he snorts.

      I open it and find the same thing. We laugh and I forget that there are cameras all around the property, inside and out for a moment.

      “Oh, shit,” Hunter curses. He pulls boxes away. I gape at him. “So I can’t have those?”

      “Nope.” He decides, piling them behind him.

      I roll my eyes, but after we get through all the presents, we move on to dinner. As we laugh, tease each other, and Tristan gives my fiancés far too much information about me as a kid, Tristan gives me a smirk. “Speaking of previous Christmases, we have a tradition, don’t we, Val?”

      “No,” I say.

      “Oh, but we do. We always watch home movies–or used to.”

      “Used to, which means we’re not tonight,” I hint.

      “What a shame, I’m sure you were a beautiful child,” Josefine says. “And we should know what to expect out of little ones.

      The thought of marriage leading to children is like a computer virus to my brain. It breaks me for a few seconds, which is, the exact amount of time it takes for Chase and Tristan to get some home movies playing on the T.V.

      “Val, Val, Sweetie, take your socks off before you get in the pool, you don’t want to get-” My mom starts.

      A splash echoes and a sigh.

      I look at the screen after a moment. My dad is laughing, bright, looks happy as we enjoy a pool day. Maybe he needs to see this to see what drinking does to him.

      “Tristan, can I keep this?” I ask.

      “Yeah, it’s a Christmas present to your guys,” he says with a shrug. “I wasn’t sure what to get old men.”

      “We are not that old!” Hunter defends.

      “My parents are at this table,” Lief says.

      Josefine laughs with Roger. The rest of dinner is fun, but I keep glancing at the video playing in the background. My parents were happy together, kissing, smiling, not afraid or yelling. Of course, we saved none of those moments to film, but it’s nice to kick all those thoughts out and imagine them like I used to: perfect, happy, and dead to me.

      After Josefine and Roger leave, saying they have plans tomorrow and don’t want to wake us, Tristan heads out as well, I pack away wrapping paper.

      “My father is taking care of things at the mansion today,” Chase says. “That’s why he and Vanya weren’t here.”

      “That’s okay.”

      “He’s never been big about Christmas,” Hunter agrees. “Also, you should wait to do that Dr. Sexy.”

      “Why?”

      “You still have presents to open,” Lief says.

      I blink at them. “Is there a reason I couldn’t open them with guests around?”

      “Yes,” all three answer.

      The first four are just stacks of lingerie. Some are bra and panty sets, some are full teddies, others are kinky. I take a slow breath. “Is this one just pearls on the underwear?”

      “I recommend wearing that one with jeans,” Hunter says in my ear. “Maybe change right before one of our counseling appointments since you’re always shifting in your chair.”

      I pant and shake my head. “I’d lose my mind.”

      “Good. You’d be as riled as I get during our sessions. I love when you show off your brain,” Hunter groans.

      I lick my bottom lip. “My current underwear?”

      “Gone,” Lief says. “You have the pair you have on ... until we get upstairs.”

      I gape at them. Sure, there have been threats against my panties, but this is all out war. I was right to hide seven pairs around the house. I point at each of them. “I will buy more.”

      Chase tackles me and pins me down. “Lief, why don’t you show her the new toy you got her.”

      I hear paper shredding, then plastic wrapping coming off as Chase feeds me hungry kisses while dragging the zipper of my onesie down. Hunter cups my breast. “No bra was a good choice.”

      Lief shows me a new butt plug. It vibrates above me and I take a slow breath. Of course, they’re all eager and ready to go. Why would I expect any different? They were clear last night, they want to have me every single day.

      “That’s a good toy,” I rasp.

      “A very good toy based on the reviews,” Lief says.

      Chase kisses down my chest and moans. “Do you have any secret presents?”

      “Maybe,” I mumble. “They wouldn’t be secret if I told you.”

      “Valerie,” Hunter growls, pinching my nipple. “Be a good girl and tell us what they are.”

      “I may have bought more costumes ... like the maid one, but also ...” My breath catches when Chase licks over my nipple. “Also, I redid Chase’s office and added to the gym downstairs ... and bought you some books, Hunt.”

      My men stare at me.

      “What?” Lief asks, the first to come to his senses.

      “There’s a lot to the gym, but your mother told me how much you like the Sauna, so she and I partnered together to build you one. It’ll be finished in three days,” I whisper.

      “My office?” Chase asks.

      “I painted, added artwork, added more organization for you because you said there wasn’t enough storage space. I got inspired,” I answer.

      Hunter turns my chin to face him. “Books?”

      “Some first editions and some obscure history books. I also got you a subscription to a documentary and history channel,” I say. “That’s what the receipt I wrapped was for.”

      Hunter kisses me hard and hungry. Chase groans and tightens his hold on my hips.

      “You know us so well, pet. Thank you,” Lief says, stealing me from Hunter to kiss me again.

      Hunter looks from me to the stairs and Chase does the same. I zip my onesie back up. “No sex until all the presents are opened?”

      “Yes,” they agree, sprinting upstairs. Lief helps me up and winks. “We’re going to enjoy the sauna. No need for towels.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page, Viking,” I say while bumping him with my hip. “We’ll enjoy that toy too.”

      “Tonight,” he decides without question. “Alongside one of those costumes, since we have to open those too.”

      “Open the costumes? Like you want to see them all? I was going to surprise you all with them throughout the year,” I complain.

      Lief pulls me against him. “We’re unwrapping one tonight.”

      “So you want me to model it for you?” I ask, still confused.

      “I want to rip it off you and enjoy the only thing I need.” Lief cups the back of my neck. “My fiancée.”

      I groan and kiss his neck.

      Hunter shows off the books, excited past the point of his ego. Chase looks at all his knick-knacks and how they’re displayed, not to mention all the new storage he has since I put in drawers and cabinets on the free wall under the shelves that are now there.

      “This is amazing, Valerie,” Chase says. “I can’t wait to work from here.”

      “We can watch so many documentaries now,” Hunter says, pulling me from Lief to pick me up. “Thank you, Dorogaya.”

      “Sexy things weren’t enough of a gift,” I murmur. “I want to make you guys happy in every way.”

      “It’s our turn to return the favor, right here, in my office,” Chase decides.

      “Get a costume,” Lief orders.

      I giggle and run to pull one out. As long as my men are beaming, I’m happy to do anything they ask.
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      Before Christmas with Valerie, there wasn’t too much to get excited about. It was always kinda boring and then back to work.

      With Valerie, the magic continues. Christmas was family time, the 26th, was us bathed in decadence, then a rest day full of cuddling, documentaries, and the unveiling of the sauna.

      Lief grins as the steam encases us. We both wear towels and I smirk. “Chase is missing out.”

      “He’s had plenty of fun the last three days,” Lief mumbles. “I’m itching to get back to work.”

      “Says the man trying to retire,” I grunt, turning my head to look at him. “You want to work less hours training people to take your spot?”

      “Yes,” he answers simply. “It’s time.”

      “Lief, you know no one is going to replace you. There’s no one Chase or I trust more.”

      “I’m too old to continue running around playing spy. We have a fiancée to consider as well,” he says.

      I glance at the door to the sauna. Valerie should be joining us soon. I’ve been spoiled by our time together. Even the thought of returning to the mansion, of dealing in bloody affairs, trying to navigate everything that I used to do happily has a frown tugging on my lips. I’d rather be here, curled up with Valerie, giving her every bit of attention and love I have.

      “How can we have a genuine marriage with her if we’re always flirting with death?” Lief asks.

      “You say that like you don’t love an exciting life on the edge of a blade or living at the speed of a bullet,” I chuckle.

      Lief smiles. “I do, and I have loved it ... but I love Valerie more.”

      The door opens on cue and Valerie walks in wearing just a towel. I lick my bottom lip as I look her over. She’s pure sin, constant temptation, and I’m sure that I’m always going to want her the second I see her. She stretches her arms above her head and yawns.

      “Is this safe to do right after waking up, Viking?” She asks before sitting between us.

      “It’s safe to do anytime, unless you haven’t been hydrating,” Lief says while rubbing over her knee and up to the towel. “I know that’s not a problem for you.”

      “Considering how you three force-feed me water before, during, and after fun,” Valerie giggles. She takes my hand and bites her lip. “How was documentary day yesterday?”

      “Very good, especially since you were just wearing that teddy. It was my favorite,” I admit.

      Red, barely more than some ribbon crisscrossed over her body, covering what I want most while showing off her curves, her cleavage, her ass. It was perfect and distracting as hell. I pull Valerie’s hand to my mouth and trace her lifeline with my tongue.

      “Krolik, this is supposed to be for relaxation, not ...” Valerie says in a breathy voice that sinks under my skin.

      “I’m being innocent. Where is your mind headed?” I tease.

      “In the right direction,” Lief growls before kissing her neck. “It might be too warm for towels.”

      “Far too warm for towels,” I agree, letting mine fall to the side.

      Valerie swallows as she looks me up and down. She appraises us. Whether we’re naked or dressed, we might as well be movie stars to her. How can I remember the age difference, remember all the differences between us, all the ways she can ‘do better’ when she looks at us with so much desire?

      Her eyes meet mine and she smirks. “All that hardness for me, Hunt?”

      “It always is, Valerie,” I say with a smile.

      “And to think, there was a time when you were a flirtatious, hard-to-get asshole,” she teases. Lief bites her shoulder and she groans while reaching back to grab his towel. “And you were more interested in small talk than flirting.”

      “Small talk worked,” Lief says against her skin.

      “And you were the one who was playing hard-to-get,” I remind her, “Pretending like you didn’t want me.”

      She bites her bottom lip. “Maybe I’m just tolerating you for the Viking?”

      I arch an eyebrow at her and draw back. “Is that a fact?”

      Lief gives me a victorious grin. “I’m the favorite because I don’t cause problems.”

      Huffing, I shake my head. Valerie stands, her towel falling away before she straddles me. She cups my face in both hands and kisses my nose. “I’m not allowed to tease you now that we’re engaged?”

      “It’s not teasing when you say it like that,” I grumble, trying to avoid her gaze.

      “Hunt,” she croons.

      I put my hands on hers, ready to pull her wrists off me. I can tolerate plenty, but I don’t like comments saying that she only wants one of us. She agreed to all of us when we proposed, and she proposed to all of us. Enough people doubt our relationship already and if she said some shit like that in public ...

      “I love you, Hunter,” Valerie insists–in Russian–while making me look at her. “You. I love how strong you are. How wild you are. I love ...” Her brow furrows, and she switches to English. “I love riling you up and making you as crazy as you make me.”

      “I’ll have to keep teaching you Russian,” I murmur in response.

      “Keep teaching me plenty, but don’t expect the fun in our relationship to end anytime soon. Teasing and all,” she kisses me and smiles. “And tell me if my teasing goes too far; not with spanking or walking away, but with your words. I’ll listen.”

      Except having to tell her makes me feel like a pouty child. I know she loves me. I see it in her eyes, in how she defends our relationship. Hell, the memory of her laughing at, distracting, and manipulating a lethal, yet crazy, woman to keep me alive is still burned in my head. Why does some teasing bother me?

      Rather than answer, I grab her ass and jerk her over my semi-hard cock. “I’d rather-”

      “Words first,” Valerie interrupts.

      I huff and try to remember that damn format she insists I use when I do counseling with Vanya. “When you imply you don’t want to be with me, I feel hurt and ... used.”

      “That isn’t my goal. Now that I know how you feel, I won’t do it again. I’m sorry for hurting you, Hunt,” Valerie says without looking away. “I never want to make you feel less than what you are.”

      “What am I?”

      “Pouty,” Lief snorts.

      I reach over and try to pinch him, but he moves out of the way. Valerie doesn’t acknowledge the interruption. Instead, she kisses me. “You are one of three men I could ever see myself agreeing to marry. A pain in the ass in the best way, and more fun than I ever thought I could tolerate in a person. A miracle in human skin.”

      Swallowing, I shake my head. “You know you’re not leaving this sauna until Lief and I make you come, right?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You won’t be sweet while Lief is here?”

      I lean closer to her and smirk. “Not a fucking chance.”

      Right before I can adjust Valerie and thrust deep inside her, the door to the sauna jerks open. Chase stands there panting. “We have a problem.”

      “An immediate problem?” I demand, frustrated beyond belief.

      “If it wasn’t, would I have driven here when you three weren’t answering your phones?” Chase demands.

      “What is it, baby boy?” Valerie asks, focused.

      I press my face to her shoulder. “Our father, I’m sure.”

      “He’s received four death threats since Christmas. All from the same person. It’s not a joke anymore, there’s clear intent and if we don’t act-” Chase starts.

      “Then we look weak,” I finish.

      “Or as if we don’t value Mr. Volkov’s life,” Lief agrees.

      “Your father is such a cockblock,” Valerie grumbles. “I just wanted to enjoy a little more time with you guys before I have to go back to work, but ...” She stands and grabs her towel despite me trying to steal it from her. “Once we fix this, we’ll get back to the fun parts of life.”

      Lief and I watch Valerie walk out and I beat my fist against the seat. Chase motions for us to move it. “Let’s go. If our fiancée is ready before you two, I’ll fire you both and hire her.”

      “Good luck with that. She has her future chosen already,” I grumble as I stand. I shove my brother. “You have shit timing.”

      “As if you’ll never get the chance to seduce our future wife,” he snorts.

      I keep arguing with him and Lief as I get dressed. Our father is experienced and knows how to handle himself. Why does he need us to take care of this issue? He has plenty of loyal members in the mafia, plenty of people who could take care of this without getting Chase, me, or Lief involved. It could be another ploy to get us to end things with Valerie!

      “You think our father would send himself death threats? Our mother is a mess. She’s worried she’s going to lose him all over again,” Chase informs while balling his hands into fists.

      “First, he would send himself death threats without hesitation if it got him what he wanted. Second, Vanya didn’t ‘lose’ our father. She intentionally ran away from him and us,” I reply.

      Valerie steps between us, putting a hand on each of our chests. “No fighting.”

      “Valerie,” I growl.

      “You have valid points, Hunter, I’m not arguing with you. Chase, I know you’re concerned for your father, your mother, and for your future as mafia boss. We can’t ignore the threats and we won’t, but you chose to rule the mafia with Hunter and Leif, that means keeping their thoughts in mind,” Valerie insists.

      “He’s just mad because he didn’t get to fuck you,” Chase says.

      “Mr. Volkov has created such situations in the past to earn sympathy from doubting members or to keep others loyal. Sometimes these ... incidents are tests, however not passing them can cause many issues and it’s not something to overlook. It can be a serious threat, especially now that he’s given the reins to chase,” Lief says.

      Valerie looks between Chase and me, waiting for one of us to back down. When we don’t, she crosses her arms over her chest. “I don’t like my fiancé’s being angry with each other. It’s a turn off and it makes me worried about our future. When you two fight, I worry that I’m going to have to pick sides and that will hurt our relationship.”

      My shoulders drop. “I’m frustrated that we’re still serving our father whenever he needs. You’re in charge, Chase, and I want to support you.”

      Chase takes a slow breath. “I’m used to every decision being life and death ... every development demanding an immediate answer. I could have waited for you to answer and I’ll try to have more patience next time.”

      Valerie arches an eyebrow at him and he rolls his eyes. “I will have more patience next time.”

      We each earn a kiss on the cheek and Valerie looks at Lief. “I know you’re keeping something from me to, I haven’t forgotten.”

      Lief blinks a few times and the corner of his mouth turns down. “It’s a good thing.”

      “Uh-huh. You’re lucky that this is more urgent. I have yet to get you in my office,” Valerie says to him before grabbing her purse and coat. “Let’s go take care of your father’s list of enemies so we can plan our engagement party.”

      “I feel like she should be more frazzled,” Chase whispers to me.

      “I feel like she should have noticed we did not invite her to fix this,” I grunt.

      “I know we should hurry before she leaves without us,” Lief says before we hurry to join her in the waiting limo.
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      Despite my focus on making sure my future-husbands’ father is okay, I’m frustrated as hell. I was naked with Lief and Hunter, ready to break our sauna in after Hunter was good enough to talk about things that frustrate him! Instead of taking care of two of my fiancé’s, I get to listen to more problems and cross my fingers that they’re easy to fix.

      I would love for those letters to be nothing at all.

      Vera, one of the usual mafia wives I play cards with, spots me and waves. “Come play!”

      I glance at Chase, and he shakes his head once. I give her a sympathetic pout. “I wish I was here for fun.”

      “How many times do we have to tell you how to get what you want?” She asks, before motioning to her crotch. She arches an eyebrow at me. “You know, da?”

      “Da,” I agree, “that won’t help me get out of this, though. Soon!”

      “That means multiple drinks next time,” she warns.

      I roll my eyes. There’s no way I can keep up with those women. They might be older than me, but they don’t slow down. I’m half-convinced they’re stronger than their husbands. If they can drink straight vodka nonstop through multiple poker games while smoking on an almost daily basis, I have no doubt they could solve any problem the mafia is faced with in one hour or by killing the enemy with alcohol poisoning.

      Chase holds the door for all of us until Lief stands there, waiting for him to go into the conference room. I look around as I sink into one of the chairs. “You know, I’ve been in this mansion several times and I’ve only been in three rooms.”

      “I have a feeling I know your favorite room.” Chase chuckles.

      I wink at him.

      “That’s three more rooms than you should have been in,” Mr. Volkov says as he walks in.

      Lief shuts the door behind him, only to open it again for an additional security person. Said person goes to the corner and stands there like he’s in time out. I sigh and rest my elbow on the table while looking at Mr. Volkov.

      “We should be friends, Mr. Volkov,” I say with encouragement.

      “Why?”

      “I’m marrying your sons and your most trusted security guard,” I point out. “Can’t we find some common ground?”

      He rests his hands on the table and interlocks his fingers. “I’d like if you’d marry one man and keep the others as non-sexual friends.”

      Hunter winces, but I reach over and take his hand. “I love all three of them. I’m marrying all three of them. I remember you said you’re worried about that causing problems, but trying to ask me to choose and toss two of the men I love to the side, knowing they love me ... that would cause problems for everyone and happiness for no one. Surely you wouldn’t wish that on anyone you care about.”

      Mr. Volkov presses his lips together, saying nothing to that.

      “Anyway, considering how determined Chase was to get us here, there are more pressing matters than our love life,” Hunter insists, getting us back on track.

      Chase gives Hunter a look I can’t read. I blink a few times, check with Lief, but he’s closed off too. What the hell is going on with my men right now? I can read them easier than I can read most books, so why is it impossible?

      “The letters?” Hunter presses, his voice strained.

      Mr. Volkov takes a breath and lays them out on the table. “Two of the three are addressed to me.”

      “And the others?” I ask.

      No one answers, so I reach across the table and grab one before they can stop me.

      Mr. Volkov,

      Or should I say the new Mr. Volkov? We should talk, discuss what to do about the predecessor, or we can cut to the end and set up a time to take care of you both. I don’t appreciate trash in my neighborhood. Your family line has gone on too long. You talk about the need for change, but change can’t happen as long as the Volkovs live and have the option to reproduce. We’d prefer to take care of the men and spare the women ... right?

      You have twenty-four hours to choose ...

      Or I’ll choose for you.

      Xoxo

      The letter shakes in my hand.

      “Pet, we won’t allow anything to happen to Hunter, Chase, or their father,” Lief say.

      “We’ve faced worse, baby doll. Don’t worry,” Chase agrees, stroking my shoulder.

      I slam the letter down on the table as my face heats. “These fucking ...”

      There’s not a word strong enough to describe them. “Condescending, over-righteous bastards. I bet their mothers are disappointed. I bet they’ve lost every friend they’ve ever had — driven them away, but still blame their friends! I bet-”

      “Valerie,” Hunter says, taking my hand.

      “Show me all the letters,” I order.

      Mr. Volkov drags them across the table and back into his grip, smoothing them. “I think you’ll ruin them. They’re the only hints we have. There are specific words on the envelopes that lead us to the marina. Of course, this last letter–the one Valerie read–gives us a time.”

      “When did you receive it?” Chase asks.

      “Security alerted me at four in the morning,” Mr. Volkov says. “I intend on living. I’ve had a long life, longer than I was meant to–thanks to you boys.”

      I pace behind Hunter and Chase. Hunter tries to catch me, but I escape his grip. “It won’t be enough.”

      “It’s a show of faith. I must answer for my actions. I regret none of them and will happily fight to my last breath. I’m perfectly capable of taking down men as well as my sons,” Mr. Volkov snarls, as if I’ve personally offended him.

      “I’m not going to give up my father-in-law over pride,” I huff.

      “Please sit, Valerie, before you make me nauseous,” Chase asks.

      “Fuck that. I need all the letters. The tone ... there’s something in the tone,” I mutter.

      “It’s a letter. The tone is inferred,” Hunter says.

      “The tone is implied based on word choice. Even unconscious word choice points to emotional shifts, and can tell us more about the person writing–whether they wrote it while someone else said or it thought of themselves–and could give us a sense of background,” Lief replies.

      I nod and point at him. “I love you. Yes. Exactly.”

      “Nerds,” Hunter says under his breath.

      I take a few deep breaths. “Give me time with the letters. I’ll go over them and-”

      “If it was someone I knew, I’d recognize the handwriting or the words they use,” Mr. Volkov says. “Shouldn’t you be planning a wedding, picking out dresses, choosing ... colors?”

      “Don’t you talk down to me,” I snap, bringing my hand down on the table and facing Mr. Volkov like it’s just the two of us. “I tolerated it when I was new to this, but I’ve done more than half of what your men have.”

      His lips twitch.

      “I won’t play the highlights for you, since I know your memory is fine. More importantly, you’re going to be at our wedding. You’ll be at the engagement party. You’ll be at the bachelor party if they want you there, you’ll be at the damn rehearsal, and if I want you at the dress fitting, you’ll give Vanya tissues when she tears up,” I finish.

      He blinks at me and swallows once.

      Hunter groans. “Take charge more, dorogaya. You’re so damn good at it.”

      “Valerie, I appreciate your determination, but what can letters tell us? We don’t have a way to check the envelopes for saliva. I could hack a few systems for fingerprints, but if a person isn’t in the systems, it’s not going to help,” Chase says.

      “It’s worth a try, isn’t it?” I ask him.

      He considers it, then nods. “Lief, get the envelopes. We need prints from anyone who has touched them. Get tweezers and a lighter as well, so I can pull up the stamps and check under that for prints.”

      “We sound like the police,” Mr. Volkov groans.

      He speaks a language other than Russian, his eyes flicking to me. I shouldn’t have let on that I know Russian so early.

      My men jump into action, leaving Mr. Volkov and me with the copies of the letters, alone. Together. With the expectation it’s going to go well.

      “I don’t like this,” Mr. Volkov says as I exchange copies with him, reading over the threat to his life.

      “It doesn’t warm your heart that someone’s thinking so much of you?” I ask before making a note on my own piece of paper, then grab another copy, comparing the handwriting and word choice.

      “I’m referring to being alone with you. Your manipulation skills are ... beyond reproach, but it raises questions, especially considering how easily you use them,” he clarifies.

      “My, I, you. Me, I, you,” I say out loud.

      “What?”

      “Mr. Volkov and new Mr. Volkov. The writer never uses your first name. He never calls you a businessman. It’s only ‘you’ and ‘Mr. Volkov’ as if they don’t know your first names. That’s crazy though, you can find everything online. It’s intentional,” I mutter.

      “Which means what?”

      “And ‘We’ is only used one. It’s a partnership. Whoever is writing this thinks that you’ll agree to killing yourself, Chase, Hunter, to save the ‘women’–also not named.” I tap the paper. “Why is there a code to where you’re supposed to meet, when they never ask to meet? They ask for an answer. It makes little sense.”

      “You realize you sound insane,” he replies.

      “Just like the letters.” I meet his eyes. “You say you’ve been threatened before. Did you ever discover who it was prior?”

      “I get many letters. Threats from low-level thugs, from businessmen I refuse to work with. Even police who can’t get a reason to put or keep me behind bars,” Mr. Volkov answers.

      “Any like this? Without your first name, signed Xoxo. That’s a more feminine sign off. Did you have a mistress or girlfriend or something after Vanya?” I continue.

      Mr. Volkov continues to stare at me, like I’ve grown a second head. I motion for him to answer. “I can have Lief’s replacement check.”

      “Da, do that. This is someone who’s been watching you and-” His words catch up to me. “Lief’s what?”

      Lief himself opens the door. “Chase is taking care of the computer aspect of our mission. What can I assist with?”

      “Either you or Sasha — get the book with previous threats. The email print outs are there alongside the handwritten letters,” Mr. Volkov says with a wave of his hand.

      I stare at Lief. Is he quitting? Retiring? Going on some top secret mission where I can’t follow? No, Mr. Volkov said ‘replacement,’ that means permanent. Lief’s had trainees, I’ve seen them. They were never called ‘replacement.’

      “Valerie?” Lief asks.

      Now isn’t the time to open that can of worms. I nod to him and take a breath. When he walks away, Mr. Volkov shakes his head. “Keeping secrets already. That doesn’t bode well for marriage.”

      “They’ve learned from you,” I hiss.

      He blinks at me, then smirks. “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

      “No.”

      “You’re a strong woman, Valerie. I can appreciate that. I can appreciate it and respect you enough to tell you that you are marrying into problems just like this. Chase and Hunter will always be a part of the family business. There will always be a price on their heads–from police or other families–and there will always be blood on their hands. Your love, your drive, even if you wash their hands a thousand times, it will not change who and what they are,” Mr. Volkov informs me.

      I narrow my eyes. “They are the men I love, men who deserve more than they’ve gotten. I won’t change them. I’ll help them become the best version of themselves.” I look down at the page and look at my ink stained hand.

      My men aren’t the only ones who have killed, even if I haven’t raised a gun to do it.
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      Hours after collecting the fingerprints of everyone who’d touched the letter, I stare at the three finger prints I can’t account for. Two are dead – both our own men, one who I knew – and one is unknown. Not in any system.

      Am I missing something?

      The door opens, spreading light over the wall. I blink in response, then realize that the room is dark. Hunter sighs. “Five second warning.”

      I close my eyes, knowing Hunter’s going to turn on the light. My eyelids go red and I open my eyes, one at a time. Hunter nods. “Update?”

      “Two of the finger prints that weren’t ruled out by our current men are dead men,” I inform him.

      “Oh?”

      “Yuri was the first one.” I lower my voice, not sure who else is around.

      “You’re sure?” Hunter asks.

      “The boy who was studying under Sven,” I agree, referring to the first problem we had when we started with Valerie. Sven, the double agent who took her hostage. Sven, the man that Valerie outsmarted and had almost freed herself from before we’d arrived. Sven, who had been the first kick off to just about every other near-lethal problem we’d had. “The one who died after sneaking along to the-”

      “The stakeout that Lief didn’t attend. He died, didn’t he? Due to bad intel?” Hunter remembers.

      “He did. We didn’t know he’d left the car. Sven was supposed to watch him,” I say. “Only seventeen.”

      Hunter exhales. “You said he was the first, meaning there’s another?”

      “Anton,” I whisper.

      Hunter’s jaw tightens. That one was more personal. The Italians took him out. He had been Lief’s first true trainee. Twenty, vibrant, full of life. He’d been jumping up the ranks. Even our father had been impressed.

      The higher members of the mafia had called Anton our brother – playfully sure – but I always wondered. He had our father’s dark eyes, blonde hair, but there was something about him that always reminded me of Hunter.

      “What the fuck are Anton’s prints doing on that letter?” He growls out in Russian. I haven’t heard his voice that cold since Valerie came into our life.

      “I don’t know. I can’t explain either of them, Hunter. I don’t know what game this person is playing, what message they’re trying to send. I don’t know why they couldn’t just say it and ...” I glance at the door and realize Valerie isn’t there. “Where is our fiancée?”

      “I went to take care of some things, to check the camera footage. You came here, Lief ... got the envelopes ...” he blinks a few times. “I’ve been running all around dealing with other issues coming up I didn’t even remember she came with us.”

      “What have you been dealing with?”

      “Police have caught three of our groups. They caught Lev and three others doing an arms deal. Little Ava was questioned about a hit we approved three months ago, which means the cops got some kind of tip. On top of that, the laundromat that covers our gambling hall, and the bookies were raided. Luckily, we were able to cover the back room as planned, but it was close,” Hunter admits, folding in on himself.

      “It’s too much of a coincidence with the timeframe given. Someone is stirring the pot,” I say.

      “And the prints ... it’s someone who’s been in here, or knows more than they should,” Hunter agrees. “What do they know about Valerie? What if they come after her at the clinic? What if they ruin her reputation, Chase?”

      “Valerie!” I remember, blinking in surprise. “We left her with Father.”

      “Shit.” Hunter hurries down the stairs while trying to remain calm. When he sees Lief walking with some security guys, giving clear orders, he picks up the pace. “They’re going to kill each other.”

      We open the doors to the conference room and find Valerie and our father sitting right next to each other.

      “Okay, so based on what Lief has said about the raids, we should look at who was aware of these things. Could it be some undercover officer you found out?” Valerie asks.

      “Killed.”

      “All of them?”

      Father rubs his jaw instead of scoffing at her. “About ten ... maybe twelve years ago, there were a number of raids. On weapon deals, gambling halls, hits. We found two moles, but there was a man I wanted to investigate ... we only found two fingers and a tooth. We received a picture of him dead the next day – assumed it was the Italians. He was ... he was a good boy.”

      “How old?” Valerie asks.

      I bristle and see Hunter’s cheeks go red.

      “It wasn’t him, Valerie,” my father says. “He was like a son to me.”

      “Mr. Volkov, this respect thing we have–it goes both ways. I trust your instincts. They’ve kept the men I love alive, they’ve kept you moving forward. Right now, we have to explore every possibility. How often do the Italians send pictures and not bodies?”

      “We buried him, Valerie. Even if he was in pieces when we got him back, he’s buried. Dead at twenty-five,” Father says as his voice fails him.

      Valerie pats his hand. He pulls away and clears his throat. “Not the kind of man to sign off XOXO.”

      “It’s a mystery wrapped in more confusion. Who would create a puzzle like this, call the police with tips, and expect an answer to their question without a way to contact them?” Valerie asks while leaning back and rolling out her neck.

      “No clue,” Hunt says.

      Valerie looks back at us. I can see the exhaustion written on her face, the disappointment sagging her shoulders down. She doesn’t like puzzles she can’t solve.

      “You look exhausted, baby doll,” I murmur. “Why don’t we get some rest?”

      “No, way! We only have like ... five hours before an answer is expected and we have nothing on the person. We need the upper hand here,” she insists.

      I smile. “I am good at putting things together, so I can handle-”

      “What about the prints?” She turns all the way around in her chair. “I know that you’re amazing when it comes to hacking databases. Were you able to get something there? You’re full of answers.”

      Hunter walks to her and rubs her back. “Let’s take a nap.”

      “I’m fine. I just need an energy drink or ... or coffee. Chase!” She insists.

      “Two prints of known dead men and the last print didn’t come back as anyone,” I admit, watching Valerie sigh. She nibbles her bottom lip and rests her chin on the back of the chair. I can see the wheels turning her head. I blink a few times. “Wait, what you said about someone knowing the gambling hall, about hits, and about the weapons trade. Dad, we limit that knowledge, don’t we?”

      “We do,” he agrees.

      “We set up the laundromat twelve years ago and only those who go and three security know at a time. Sven was the first. Lief wouldn’t do this–he’d never threaten us. Hunter, the cameras?” I ask.

      “The usual mailman delivered it, just much earlier than normal,” Hunter informs us.

      “Okay, so it has to be someone who knows all the things. That’s a few people. Someone who also knows Chase was promoted – kind of obvious if the internet is involved. I think the XOXO could be a distraction, just like the lack of first names. But the language is direct. I think it’s a more masculine person ... or smart self-editing. There has to be a way to cross-reference lists and narrow the suspects,” Valerie says.

      She keeps mumbling in circles, repeating things again and again until our father looks at us. Lief comes in a moment later and clears his throat to announce himself. “Valerie, you’ve been awake since six this morning.”

      “I had a nap,” she grumbles.

      “Please, pet,” Lief asks.

      She turns to glower at him–not the reaction I predicted. She opens her mouth, points at him, then takes a slow breath. “I’m focusing on the issue at hand.”

      “You always say sleep or breaks can jog the mind,” I remind her.

      She glances at each of us, nods once, then takes my hand. “You and me.”

      “What?” I ask. “What about?”

      “Go, I’ll cross reference with Lief and our father. I can’t think of anything we need the computer for now,” Hunter insists.

      Lief says nothing, but I swear I see a trace of sadness in his eyes. It’s not the first time Valerie has chosen one of us, but consider her response to him. Something is going on. I catch Hunter’s eyes and nod my head to Lief.

      He rolls his eyes, but gives me one nod.

      I lead Valerie upstairs to the room I used to use. She walks in, strips down to her panties and holds her hand out. I watch her. “What’s with you and Lief?”

      “I’m not focusing on that. I need to focus on keeping you and Hunter safe and making sure your father is at our wedding. Everything else will work itself out. Shirt please,” she asks.

      I take off my button up, toss it to the side, then give her my t-shirt. Valerie pulls it on and closes her eyes as she sits on the bed. I shed my shoes, socks, and pants before lying with her. She’s tense.

      Pulling her into my arms, I kiss the top of her head. “You’ve known us for a while, baby doll.”

      “Yes,” she agrees.

      “In that time, what Mafia business has happened?”

      “I found out you three were dangerous mafia men. Lief and Sven chased me. Sven kidnapped me. I got free. You killed him. Stefan entered our life. You guys had me read his body language and give you feedback. You trusted me to meet him in person twice. He was shot in front of me ... so were you,” she murmurs, shifting to hug me. “I don’t like this game, Chase.”

      “Then, our mother came back into our life, you kicked our aunt’s ass with your mental prowess when she stole you. You saved Hunter’s life and nursed him back to health. Along the way, you’ve befriended the women who used to terrify me, you’ve gained our father’s respect, you completed your doctorate, dealt with your own parents, and we’re all here, alive, together,” I say.

      She wraps her leg around me. “What’s the point of talking about all this?”

      “This has been my life since I was eighteen. Hunter’s been in this craziness since he was ... fifteen or sixteen. Lief has been involved since he was twenty. We are strongest together. Do you think a death threat or .... multiple is going to hurt us?” I ask.

      She looks up at me and strokes my cheek as her brow furrows. “I don’t want anything to hurt you, Chase. You deserve more than clinging to every day expecting it to be your last. You, Hunter, and Lief all deserve that, even if I’m not thrilled with Lief at the moment.”

      “With you in our life, we’re going to get more than that, baby doll. You’ll make sure of it. You help us more than you know, do so much to support us, encourage us, to give us more of a reason to think than to rush into battle. We’re going to survive this,” I say.

      She looks up at me and sucks her bottom lip. “I love you, Chase.”

      “Almost as much as I love you, Valerie.”
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      My alarm goes off and Chase groans. “Five more minutes.”

      “The deadline is-”

      Chase rolls on top of me, pulling me tightly against him. He strokes along my side until he cups my breast. He squeezes gently. “Five more minutes.”

      I rub my hand over his, feeling the ring I put on his finger just a short time ago. I swallow. “We should get married in spring ... late spring. It will be too hot in summer.”

      “That depends on where we get married,” Chase answers against my ear.

      “I’d really like a Victorian style house or something. It would be pretty. Especially since I don’t want some huge expensive dress. I’d rather minimize expenses on the wedding so we can have an amazing honeymoon,” I reply.

      “You don’t have to worry about money. We can have everything we want. We could do engagement photos in a gorgeous garden or a misty field by a river, maybe under a willow tree or something,” he says, sighing.

      I roll to face him slightly. “Anything else you want, baby boy?”

      “I want to be on a horse with you. Considering that was one of my favorite dates. Or we could go to an aquarium and do photos there,” he answers.

      A smile tugs at my lips, and he grinds in reply. Turning my chin, Chase’s lips ghost across mine. “I can’t wait to marry you, Valerie.”

      “You sound very confident about getting there,” I say against his mouth.

      “We’re pretty hard to kill, but I’m convinced we’re immortal with you on the team,” he says, chuckling.

      I kiss him softly and snuggle closer to him. “I love you.”

      “Keep saying that,” he says, encouraging me in a low voice.

      “I love you, Chase,” I pant against his mouth.

      He groans and kisses me again, and again, dragging out each kiss until I’m dizzy and utterly focused on what we could do in this bed. I stroke over his skin, digging my nails into his shoulders until chase puts me flat on my back and rolls his hips against mine.

      “I can’t wait to be your wife,” I rasp in his ear as he kisses across my throat.

      Chase pushes the shirt I’m wearing up to touch more of me. My back arches and I reach between us, definitely ready to take our make-out session to the next level, when my alarm goes off. Chase groans and presses his forehead to mine. “Maybe we should have started with this instead of talking.”

      I giggle and bite my lip. “Tonight we’ll fix that.”

      “A good plan,” he agrees before kissing me again. “You know what else is a good plan?”

      “Something I don’t want to do?” I guess as Chase rolls off me and stands up.

      I take off the shirt he’s loaned me, sitting there in some of the sexy panties they gave me for Christmas and nothing else. He looks me over and takes a slow breath. “Right now, ignoring the deadline and making you moan until the whole mansion wakes sounds like a much better plan.”

      Smirking, I reach for my dress. Chase holds it hostage. “You and Lief. Explain.”

      I deflate a little. “He’s quitting, I think. He didn’t even tell me, but your father said he has a replacement. A ...” it hits me then. “He would have told you and Hunter.”

      “Baby doll,” Chase says.

      I snatch my dress. “And no one told me.”

      “He wanted to keep it a surprise, not to mention in our world, nothing is certain until it’s finished. Why would he get your hopes up before he’s sure he can leave?” Chase counters.

      “I like to think we don’t have secrets. Sophie’s told me plenty about how her men keeping secrets from her makes her feel and I don’t want us to make the same mistakes that I’ve seen with them,” I mumble as I get dressed.

      “We’re not them, Valerie. They’re a different couple in a different world. They’ll make their mistakes and we make ours. We don’t keep work things from you, even when things are quiet. Look at you, back here in the mansion, tolerating our father, putting that amazing brain to work to protect us.” Chase kisses the top of my head. “Is this what you imagined when we hooked up at Sophie’s marriage?”

      “No,” I sigh, my shoulders dropping.

      “Did you expect to love us all–including Hunter?”

      “Hurtful,” Hunter says from the doorway.

      Chase rolls his eyes. “Talk to Lief. Hunter, Dad, and I are going to send someone to the location, stay close, and give our answer.”

      “And what’s the answer? For that person to fuck right off because you’re loved, and you being gone would kill so many others?” I ask.

      Chase kisses me. “We’re coming back to you.”

      Hunter pulls my hair from under my dress and kisses up my neck. “I don’t think the devil would take us anyway, Valerie. He’d know you’d come and fight him.”

      “I would,” I agree.

      “And no one can handle Dr. Sexy on the war path,” Hunter growls in my ear before grabbing my ass. “I’d love to see you outsmart the devil, then punch him in the dick to get us back.”

      “Sure, because I’m known for punching, not for having a knife on me,” I grumble.

      Hunter groans and pulls me tighter as he kisses me hungrily.

      “Hunter!” Chase orders.

      Hunter flips Chase off, then releases me. “Don’t you hurry me along when you got to have her for hours.”

      I roll my eyes, but follow them to the door. A few security guys go with them, but Lief’s hand in the back of my dress keeps me from following. I’m sure that they left us together to make sure I don’t go.

      Glancing at Lief, I sigh. “You’re retiring.”

      He nods once. “I’m trying to.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” I whisper. “I found out from Mr. Volkov, Lief.”

      His brow furrows, then he draws me closer. “I’ve been trying to retire for a while now. Something always brings me back to the front lines instead of allowing me to step back. I told you I was planning a pre-wedding surprise.”

      “You did,” I agree softly.

      “You’re worried about Hunter and Chase,” he says.

      “Very.”

      “Do you have your knife on you?”

      “Always.”

      Lief nods and walks me to a car. Someone stands in front of it. “Lief, you’re to stay.”

      Lief just stares at the man. The blank expression shakes the younger man. His throat bobs. “I was instructed not to let you leave. If something happens to the boss and his brother, you’re the back-up.”

      “I see,” Lief says, still not backing down.

      The man glances at me. “And you ... you’re to be protected.”

      I smile and step forward. “You are very good at your job. I know how appreciated you are.”

      He blushes. “Well, I ...”

      “Have you considered how important you are to the organization? Ensuring that everyone falls in line, sharing orders among people. Being a messenger is more important than anyone will admit.”

      “Some wars could have been avoided or changed if messengers had been on time,” Lief says.

      The guy smiles and walks us back inside, clearly basking in the approval. Lief sits with me for five minutes, then takes my hand. “This way.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “There are ways to be close and safe,” he grumbles.

      I don’t know the path that Lief takes to leave the mansion, but we’re walking inside the walls, which is plenty creepy and bothers me more than I’m willing to say. Being in tight spaces already sucks, but I force myself to keep Lief’s hand and trust him.

      Soon enough we’re in a garage, then in a vehicle, and on the road. He snorts. “I should be training security.”

      “If you were on the team, we wouldn’t have gotten out,” I agree.

      Lief pats my knee. “There are pants in the back for you.”

      “Thank you, Viking,” I climb back, but Lief’s hand stays on my thigh. I arch an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “We were in a fight,” he states as he keeps his eyes on the road. “Making up is supposed to happen, yes?”

      “It can, but we’re in a car, you’ve already said you’re too big for that, plus we have Hunter and Chase to-” I cut myself off as his hand slides further up my thigh to tease the elastic of my underwear. His finger brushes right next to my slit. “Viking ...”

      “I don’t want you upset with me, little viper. I love you too much to allow that to drag on,” he mumbles.

      When he finally pulls over somewhere and hits a button, I understand what he’s been talking about. We’re close enough to be able to help if shit hits the fan, but far enough away to not be suspicious.

      Which means we have a lot of waiting to do and ... why waste that? I unbuckle and lift my hips against Lief’s hand. “I love you too.”

      Lief leans over, kissing me. Despite how passionate he is, he takes his time, his tongue curling against mine slowly as his fingers tease me at the same maddening pace. I moan and pull him closer, rubbing myself against his hand until his fingers slip inside me.

      “Mmm,” Lief growls against my lips. “So wet.”

      “I’m always wet for you, Viking,” I assure him. “It’s been too long since we’ve been alone.”

      He nods and pushes a second finger into me. I moan and reach over to rub his hard on. Lief groans and moves closer to me, pumping his fingers in and out of me, then spreading them inside me. I gasp.

      “Lief! Oh ... yes,” I pant. “Oh ... fuck.”

      “We need to be back in the kitchen. Cooking in next to nothing, so I can have you as a snack,” he rasps against my lips.

      My core tightens as my pussy soaks his fingers. “Yes. Wait, I want ...” a moan cuts off my sentence.

      Lief sucks my bottom lip until I’m capable of speaking again. “What, pet? What do you want?”

      “I want you in my mouth.”

      Lief groans and slides his fingers from between my legs. He sucks his fingers as his intense blue eyes watch me readjust in the car. I bend over, my head in his lap, and jerk his zipper down. Lief strokes down my back, jerks my dress over my hips and rubs over my ass. “Are you sure you want my cock?”

      “Yes!” I insist as I finally get his pants down with some help. His hard dick springs up and I moan. “Now.”

      Lief tugs my underwear tight over my pussy. “Have it.”

      I wrap my lips around him, sucking and licking as if I haven’t gotten to taste him in weeks. Even a few days is too long with my men. I moan as he fills my throat. My eyes roll back and Lief pulls me closer. I gag around him and draw back to the head, panting as I lap at the tip.

      “Good girl,” he groans.

      He adjusts me again, then his fingers are inside of me, thrusting deep, giving me everything he knows I like. His other hand holds my hair from my face as I continue taking him deep in my mouth, loving how he fills me, glides across my tongue, tastes.

      Making up with Lief is so much better than having a cold-war style stand off. I moan around Lief and his hips lift, flexing until he’s buried in my throat.

      “I’m all yours, Valerie,” he groans. “Have me the way you need me, little viper.”

      I pop off his cock, grin at him and motion to the seat. “Push the seat back, Viking.”

      Lief does so, watching me close. I stroke over his cock. “I need every inch of you buried inside my pussy. That’s how I need you. That’s how I’m going to have you.”
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      Valerie climbs on top of me and jerks her underwear to the side. She slides down my cock as we both moan. Her delicate fingers undo four buttons so she can touch my chest.

      “Yes,” she pants against my lips. “Just like this, Lief.”

      “I can’t,” I say before she rolls her hips. My options are limited like this. Our positions are limited. I want to give her everything, but. “Valerie.”

      “I’m in control, Viking,” she growls before upping the pace.

      She’s so wet, so warm, so damn perfect in every way. I grip her hair in one hand and her ass in the other, digging my fingers in as I lift my head to kiss her hungrily. I bite her bottom lip, lick along her tongue, savor how she feels against me.

      Her perfume makes me dizzy, just like her claws dragging down my chest. I lift my hips as best as I can every time she comes down on me.

      “Fuck, Lief, yes,” she pants. “So good. Just like ....” her lips part and her eyes flutter. “Fuck!”

      “We’ll do more when we get home,” I promise. “Some fun positions. I’ll make you come until you’re exhausted.”

      Her back arches and I barely catch her before she hits the horn. Valerie grips my shoulder hard as her pussy tightens around me, clenching me deep. “Lief!”

      “Come,” I order.

      She pants and moans, so loud that I’m sure anyone walking by will hear her. As she slumps against me, I pull her hips down and take control, pounding into her fast, groaning with her as she rolls her hips ever so slightly.

      “I should have brought your new toy,” I hiss in her ear. “You come so hard with it vibrating in your ass.”

      “Fuck ... Lief, I ... please come,” she says in a hoarse whisper. “Please!”

      I chuckle, but fuck her harder. Valerie comes again, yelling into my neck before biting me hard. I dig my teeth into her shoulder, softening the bite with a gentle kiss. Reclining the seat as far as possible, I guide her over my cock as I thrust into her again and again.

      Valerie’s eyes roll back as her lips part. Her wild, tangled hair, flushed face, dewy lips ... the way she claws at me, urges me on, all of it is too much. I groan. “I’m going to come, pet.”

      She nods and kisses me hungrily as I bury myself as deep as possible inside her and let go. Ecstasy rips through my body, clearing my mind until I fall limp in the driver’s seat. Valerie hums softly and rests her head on my shoulder.

      Each of her panting breaths fans across my throat until I smile. “I missed you.”

      “Mm,” she answers. “We still need to do this in the sauna.”

      “You’re getting more than this when we’re in there,” I assure her while patting her ass. “I’ll have more options.”

      She laughs and hums against my neck before pushing herself up to kiss me. “I don’t want to fight with you, Lief. Ever.”

      I stroke her hair away from her face. “If you keep being so sweet, I’m going to get hard again.”

      “Good,” she giggles, kissing me softly again and again.

      After a bit longer, though, she gets up and helps me get dressed, just to lie in the same place on my chest. Valerie chews her thumb nail, showing how worried she is. I go through my phone before I connect to Chase.

      I put the phone on speaker and put my finger to my lip for Valerie to see. She nods.

      “We’ve been here for how long now?” Hunter demands. “Why don’t we leave a letter saying ‘fuck you’ and leave?”

      “That’s not how business is done,” Mr. Volkov argues.

      “We’ve been waiting almost an hour now. It’s time to do just that. Leave the letter, Hunter. We have more important things to do than stand here waiting,” Chase huffs.

      I end the call and Valerie sighs. “What if something happens as they’re trying to leave, Lief?”

      I show her my phone. “I had cameras set up in the area the second we learned the location. So far, nothing. They all have alarms that alert my phone.”

      “So smart,” she murmurs.

      The guys leave as we watch. My phone dings a few minutes later and Valerie looks with me as someone in a thick black hoodie and oversized pants creeps over to the letter and takes it. I wait for a chance to see the person’s face, but they stay focused on the ground until they’re out of frame.

      Huffing, I shake my head. “A bust.”

      “It happens,” Valerie says, sliding off my lap and reaching for her purse. Looking at her phone, she clears her throat. “Vanya just texted our group chat.”

      “I saw nothing,” I say.

      “You guys aren’t in it. Josefine wants to do our engagement party in two days,” Valerie murmurs. “Sophie just agreed.”

      “The timing is ... less than ideal,” I reply.

      “Just like when I found out you were in the mafia–mid daydream about our next day before I see you kidnap someone,” she says. “We don’t have the luxury of perfect timing–no one does.”

      Sighing, we head back to the mansion. The man who tried to keep us from leaving, notices us and pales. We park and walk inside. Chase, Hunter, and Mr. Volkov arrive all of five minutes after.

      Mr. Volkov shakes his head. “We will have to hope the answer suffices.”

      “I’m sure it’s what was expected. No one in a position like ours is going to voluntarily offer themselves up to be killed,” Chase says.

      “Except that’s exactly what you three did by going to some stupid open location and standing around for an hour,” Valerie argues. She grabs Hunter and Chase. “I’m stealing my fiancé’s back.”

      Mr. Volkov nods once and heads upstairs.

      We head home. The car is quiet. I can tell Hunter is fighting sleep. Chase lies across Valerie’s lap as she strokes his hair, lost in thought. When our eyes meet in the mirror, I arch an eyebrow.

      “We’re having our engagement party in two days. Everyone better be alive for that,” Valerie announces.

      “Two days?” Hunter groans. “Who decided that?”

      “Our mothers,” I reply.

      “Of course,” Chase groans. “Sophie?”

      “She’ll be coming with her guys. I was going to invite Elaine from school before she can run too far away. I don’t know if I’ll see her again, you know? Other than that ... I guess Tristin?” Valerie guesses. “I don’t have a lot of close friends.”

      “You don’t want to invite all your enemies too?” Hunter teases.

      Valerie rolls her eyes. “I could invite every guy who’s hit on me since I started on my doctorate. Would you enjoy that, Hunter?”

      “Absolutely. They all failed,” he smirks. “Men twice their age won.”

      “I thought Valerie was the only one allowed to make age jokes,” Chase sighs.

      “Nah, we robbed the cradle,” Hunter chuckles.

      “Ew, don’t say that!” Valerie says, hitting the back of Hunter’s seat.

      “What about your coworkers from the counseling office?” I ask. “Would you like to invite them?”

      “We can, but it’s short notice and I know that Jane — the secretary — is on vacation. So is Leigha,” Valerie sighs.

      “Let’s get some sleep, then figure it out,” Hunter sighs. “It’s been ... such a long day.”

      We get home and Hunter doesn’t even make it to bed. He lies on the couch. Chase says something about needing a shower and I get started on coffee. I know I’m not tired enough to sleep, and Valerie’s been living on less than six hours of sleep for as long as I’ve known her.

      “Hunt, you’ll be sore if you sleep on the couch,” Valerie says.

      “I’m not that old,” he groans.

      “I get sore sleeping on the couch unless I’m sleeping on one of you. I’ll eventually buy us a comfy one, but let’s get to bed,” Valerie insists, while brushing the stray curl off his forehead. “Don’t make me bribe you.”

      “You’re already trying to do that. You should let it be a surprise,” Hunter mumbles.

      Valerie shrugs, stands, then takes off her clothes. She stands there naked and winks at me. “You stay right there, Lief. We’re not done with what we started in the car.”

      Hunter groans.

      “Well, since he’s too tired to move, I guess I’m all yours, Lief,” she teases, taking a step towards me.

      Hunter grabs her, making her squeal. I roll my eyes as he carries her up the stairs. Valerie winks at me and I smile. It might be bribery or playing us against each other, but Hunter is a pain when his back hurts. She’s saving us all trouble.

      Moans echo down the stairs, then a squeal. I don’t have the strength to resist going to see what’s happening. I find Valerie completely naked, with Chase’s cock filling her mouth as Hunter fucks her like he’s a jack hammer.

      Hunter holds her knees down against the bed so she’s completely on display. Valerie’s eyes flick to mine and she cups her breast, pinching her nipple. I lick across my lip.

      “You have to wait, Lief,” Hunter growls. “You already got our fiancée once today.”

      That’s fine. I enjoy watching them enjoy our woman. Enjoy how wet her pussy sounds. Valerie moans as Hunter jerks her closer. Her legs wrap around him. Chase thrusts deeper down her throat and her eyes fall shut, lips stretched around his girth.

      Hunter groans and licks over her breast, sucking her nipple hard as he keeps fucking her faster.

      “Flip her over,” I order. “You know how much deeper you get.”

      Hunter chuckles. “What do you think, Chase?”

      “Yes,” he groans.

      Valerie whines when Chase pulls away, but he sits by the pillows as Hunter flips our fiancée onto her knees, then jerks her back as he slams into her. Valerie’s lips part as she lets out a low groan. I lick my lips when Hunter swats her ass.

      “This is what you wanted when you stripped for me, isn’t it?” Hunter demands.

      “Yes!” she yells. “Oh, fuck, yes. Chase ... I want-”

      He strokes his damp cock, then holds it at the bottom, like he’s offering it to her. Valerie leans forward, then takes him deep down her throat. Chase groans and lets his head fall back as she sucks and moans up and down his cock.

      Watching them share her, love her, seeing exactly how much she loves it and knowing how good she feels ... it has me hard and completely distracted. It doesn’t take Chase long to come. He groans low and deep as his abs tighten.

      Chase guides Valerie down further on his cock, then sighs. “Fuck baby doll, you are such a good girl for us.”

      Hunter Jerks Valerie back, and she wraps her arm around his neck. “Fuck me, Hunter, as hard and fast as you need to please.”

      He growls in his throat, then holds her breast in one hand while rubbing her clit with the other. He kisses and bites her neck, notices the mark from my love bite earlier and bites her shoulder. Valerie yells his name as she comes apart. She’s so wet, I can hear her from where I’m watching.

      Hunter groans and drops her back down on the bed. After another four thrusts, he’s done, panting on top of her as they collapse on the bed. Valerie hums softly. “All my men in one place.”

      Chase grins and takes her hand. “Alive and well, just like I promised.”

      Valerie smiles softly.

      “I’ll ... finish the coffee,” I say.

      Valerie watches me as I leave, even though I know the guys are going to steal her to the shower. Twenty minutes later, her hands rub my hips and she kisses my back. “You have a promise to keep, too.”

      “Oh, I know.” I chuckle as I lift her and set her on the counter.
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      “Do you want coffee?” Lief asks two days later as we’re still preparing for the party.

      “I want Hunter and Chase to get home. We can’t be late to our own party,” I grumble.

      Lief shakes his head at me, catches me, and pins me between his sexy body and the counter in the kitchen. I suck in a breath as I look up at him. After Chase and Hunter had me two nights ago, Lief ate me, fingered me and fucked me in the kitchen, just like he promised. Even coffee hadn’t been enough to keep me awake after that.

      Since then, Chase and Hunter have been busy at the mansion. Lief’s been doing training, but he’s consistently home by four. It’s a gift–just like he said it would be. I love knowing when to expect him.

      Lief kisses my temple. “You look beautiful.”

      “White feels weird,” I say, looking down at my long-sleeved white dress. It’s short and glittery with some cherry blossom embroidery. I smooth it down and shake my head. “But it’s the right thing to wear, right? I mean, we’re celebrating our engagement, which means thinking of the wedding and wedding means white dress, right?”

      Lief pulls one of my hands up and kisses my knuckle. The bit of scruff on his jaw makes even that feel dangerous. My heart lurches in my chest. “Lief.”

      “You are the bride,” he says before kissing the inside of my wrist. Can he feel my pulse jumping up? “You decide what color you want.”

      “People expect white.”

      “I don’t care,” he says, continuing to kiss up my arm. Soft lips and sharp scruff, a wild combination that I definitely need to feel on my thighs. “Have you ever let someone else’s expectations stop you from doing what you want?”

      “No,” I rasp.

      “Don’t you dare change that now,” he purrs before kissing my cheek.

      “And what do you want, Lief?” I ask.

      He puts some cream in my coffee, then adds whipped cream as well. He blinks a few times. “I want to be your husband.”

      “You don’t have any preferences for the wedding itself?”

      “That it happens soon so I can call you ‘wife’,” he says.

      “That simple for you?”

      Lief turns me around so I can have my coffee, but he pulls my dress up in the back. “The pearls.”

      “Lief,” I insist.

      “It is that simple. I’ll read my vows to you. Do the details matter so much when it means we’ll be together forever?” He asks against my ear.

      “Well, when you put it like that and-” He jerks on the panties, making sure that the pearls rub and wiggle over my clit, stealing my breath. I arch back and let out a little moan. “Viking.”

      “The second Hunter sees this, you’re going to be in trouble. He won’t care if there’s a party. He’ll just want you,” Lief informs while still playing with the underwear. “How are you going to hide it when you sit?”

      “I’ll ... figure it out,” I pant.

      “Let’s see.”

      I walk over to the couch and sit, crossing my legs at the ankle. Still, now that Lief’s gotten me wet, the torture is twice as intense. I shift and barely quiet a moan. I nod once. “You’re right, I should change.”

      Lief nods, but crosses the distance between us. I point at him. “I’m all put together, that means behaving.”

      He smirks, and I shake my head. “Don’t you use those sexy eyes. I mean it. I’m not going to-”

      He grabs my ankles and has me nearly upside down with my ass resting just below his chest. Lief spreads my legs over his shoulders and groans. “I don’t think I even need to move this underwear.”

      “Viking!” I moan.

      “That doesn’t sound like a no.”

      “Because you’re too damn impossible to resist,” I complain.

      He licks alongside the pearls, the tip of his tongue igniting a deep burning need in my belly.  Lief lifts me further off the couch, showing exactly how strong he is as he flattens his tongue over my clit.

      I’m in serious trouble. His tongue and the way the pearls move are too much already. I whimper and try to wiggle- something that’s not really possible considering the position–to make the most of both. Lief’s tongue is so wicked. Once he pushes the pearls far enough to the side, he sucks my clit and I groan.

      “Lief, please, please!” I beg.

      He moans and his tongue dances across my pussy faster and faster. He exploits every pleasure point he knows until he thrusts his tongue inside me, flicking it shallowly inside me. It’s such a tease compared to his fingers and his cock, but it nearly pushes me over the edge.

      Lief refocuses on my clit and I whine, pant, touch his hips, try to get everything I need.

      Of course, he drags it out, keeping me on the edge until the front door opens. Then Lief squeezes my lower belly as he uses his tongue on my clit, sucking at the same time. I let out a rough, half-sound as I come apart.

      “Can’t leave them alone, I told you, Chase,” Hunter grunts.

      Lief slowly lets me fall to the couch, dragging my underwear down my legs and shoving it in his pocket before Hunter can notice. Lief licks his lips. “Better do that before the party.”

      “You’re late,” I manage to choke out when I see Chase and Hunter.

      “I know,” Chase kisses me gently. “Ten minutes and we’ll be ready to go.”

      “We should have left earlier. I told you that,” Hunter grumbles. “We could have enjoyed her too.”

      “We will later tonight, all of us,” Chase insists as they walk away.

      I pant and put myself back together before reaching under the couch cushions and pulling out one of the pairs of underwear I stashed. Lief narrows his eyes at me as I wiggle into them. “Where did you get those?”

      “I pulled them out of thin air, I’m magic,” I tease.

      “You hid some around the house,” he accuses me.

      I shrug. “Who knows?”

      He shakes his head with a slight smile, then kisses me hungrily. “So smart.”

      “It’s not an Easter egg hunt. Leave them alone. Sometimes I need non-sexy underwear,” I grumble.

      “You’ll find some with your monthly things in the bathroom. A brand new pack of basics,” he says in my ear.

      It’s such an unexpected thing from him that I stare. He shrugs. “I’ve bought you things before you’ve called me and asked me to.”

      “Yeah, I guess I just ...” I bite my lip.

      He treats it like its something so little, but I’ve had partners who didn’t even want to be around me when mother nature came knocking, let alone be willing to get me things or stash some extra panties. I wrap my arms around Lief’s neck and kiss him deeply.

      “You’re already so good at being a husband,” I gush.

      “Who needs a big wedding? Let’s go to Vegas,” Lief suggests.

      “Your mother would ground you,” Chase says as he comes downstairs. He kisses my cheek and fixes my hair. “Do you want to spend the honeymoon being punished by Josefine?”

      “She wouldn’t mind,” Lief says with a shrug.

      “All Vanya talks about is having grandchildren,” Hunter snorts.

      I down half the coffee Lief made me at that reminder. Luckily, Hunter reminds us all we’re late and we hurry to the restaurant that Vanya and Josefine reserved for us. I don’t feel ready at all.

      The proposal was easy comparatively. I was certain for so, so long that I’d never get married, that marriage ruined people. That couples couldn’t come back from that kind of thing. My hands shake. Of course, having three mafia men in my life means them catching on to my tells quickly.

      I play with my rings, making sure they’re perfect on my fingers.

      I chose them. They didn’t force me into this. They make me happy. They support me, respect my career, my intelligence, they build me up. They’re not my father. I’m not my mother.

      I wish my mother was coming.

      The thought kicks me in the heart. Even though I don’t need her or her approval, even though I know she won’t give approval, I wish she’d support me in this. Being happy isn’t enough in her eyes, though.

      “Valerie,” Chase says.

      I look up at him as Hunter takes my hand. Hunter doesn’t look at me, but I know I have his attention. Chase clears his throat. “Baby doll, is there something bothering you?”

      “What could be bothering me?”

      “Tristan ... he told us you might be hesitant to get married. Not because of us, but because of ...” Chase clears his throat.

      “Your parents, dorogaya. You know we’re not them,” Hunter whispers, squeezing my hand. “Not to mention if we ever raised our voices at you, you could inflict psychological damage that would leave us crying in a corner.”

      “I’d never!” I argue. “I wouldn’t do that to-”

      “She’d just use the knife,” Lief says.

      “Or deny us sex, kisses, and attention. Remember when she was finishing her dissertation?”  Chase chuckles. “We were a mess.”

      “I won’t do that because we’re good at talking ... usually. And you three don’t yell at me or get aggressive in the wrong ways,” I mumble. “You’re good to me.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, baby doll. Sounds like you need some spoiling.” Chase kisses just under my ear.

      Lief’s foot brushes mine and I take a slow breath.

      These men aren’t my father. They’re lethal, powerful, can be immature, but they’re good for me and they’re good to me. Both of those things matter. Hunter has worked hard at getting better. Chase is coming into his confidence and into his own. Lief is reliable, warm, and consistent.

      After a few more deep breaths, I manage an even smile. “And you three are sure I’m good enough for you.”

      Hunter and Chase snort and Lief smiles. “You’re better than any of us dreamed, pet. Vicious, gorgeous, determined.”

      “Sexy as hell, smarter than anyone I’ve ever met and so damn ambitious,” Hunter agrees.

      “You’re the perfect mix of soft and lethal,” Chase growls.

      Oh, and now we’re headed down the wrong path considering I can feel lust nearly choking me. I take another few breaths. “Are you sure your parents approve of me?”

      “I’m convinced you’re the only woman our father would actually respect,” Hunter says seriously before kissing my lips. “Even if he knows, you’re far too good for us.”

      “And our mother adores you,” Chase assures me.

      “You text my mother and my father has never been so eager to make family plans,” Lief agrees.

      “And Tristan likes you three.” I nod. “We’re going to be fine.”

      “You should be more worried about Sophia sticking you with the baby all night to dirty dance with her husbands,” Hunter says, chuckling.

      We keep teasing each other until we get to the gorgeous restaurant. Vanya squeezes my hand tightly, then hugs Chase. She and Hunter have been doing better with counseling, but they’re not at the hugging point yet. Hunter nods to her, and she rubs his arm.

      “I’m so proud of my boys, choosing the best woman they could have,” Vanya gushes.

      I blush, and Mr. Volkov clears his throat. “I won’t be staying long, but ... congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” I nod.

      He hands me a present. “I recommend waiting to open this in a non-public place.”

      I peak into the large bag and see a gun case–like one of the many that Hunter has. I stand up straight. “Oh, thank you.”

      “I may not approve of this situation, but if you are a part of this ... family and associated with the business, you’ll want to have that,” he says calmly.

      It’s the closest to his approval that I’ve gotten. I nod and shake his hand. “I’m sure I’ll see you soon, Mr. Volkov.”

      “Oh, Vlad, you’re so sweet,” Vanya gushes.

      Hunter and Chase stay close to my side until I’m picked up and squeezed. “Val!”

      Gunner’s happiness overrides all my worry in one instance. Maybe this party will be great instead of a horrible heaping of expectations from my in-laws.
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      I shoot Gunner a glare as he spins Valerie around. When he sets her down, she points at him. “Down boy.”

      “Still with the puppy jokes?” He groans, despite his very warm and eager smile. “You’re lucky we’re celebrating you and your men.”

      “My men are watching,” Valerie warns.

      “They’re jealous I still have the energy to spin you like that,” he says.

      Roman walks up to him. “Let the bride-to-be go, Gunner.”

      Gunner pouts. “I’m not flirting, Valerie is my bestie now.”

      I roll my eyes and wrap my arm around my fiancée. “It’s good to see you all.”

      “Where’s Sophie?” Valerie asks.

      “I’m hurt, Val. You wound me, you know that?” Gunner asks.

      “Get used to it. You’re hands off the rest of the night,” I warn him with a wink.

      Gunner holds his hands up. Holden appears next and shakes Chase’s hand. Roman stands next to Lief and they talk about ... something. I don’t know what two quiet giants have to talk about in general, but neither looks bothered.

      Sophie comes in with Nick and I lose track of my fiancée just like that. Gunner sighs. “Man, you’re going to love being married. You guys are going to have so much fun.”

      “I believe it,” I say as a smile spreads across my face. “I do. I can’t wait to be married to her. If our previous trips prove anything, it’s that we can have a great time anywhere.”

      “Then marriage will be for you. The advice my parents didn’t give me but should have is to always make time for fun. Whether it’s chores, random Tuesdays, all that shit matters, Hunter. Holidays, anniversaries, vacations, the big moments are great, but the little moments, what seems insignificant, they matter too.”

      I blink at him in surprise. It sounds almost obvious out loud, but I’ve gotten next to no advice on marriage. My father wasn’t married, no one I knew was married. I’ve been planning to just continue our relationship with a fancier title.

      “Thanks, that’s great advi-”

      “Also, surprises. I’m so serious. Sophie loves surprises. You know Nick is so determined he brings her flowers every week.” Gunner says.

      Nick sighs. “Talking about me because you’re so boring?”

      Gunner shoots Nick a glare. “Why am I the butt of the jokes today?”

      “When aren’t you a butt?” Nick asks.

      Sophie hugs Valerie, bringing her back to Chase and me. Sophie holds her little one, bouncing him lightly. I glance at Valerie. My mother hasn’t been shy about ‘grandkid-talk’. Valerie hasn’t been a part of those conversations.

      She barely looks at Link. She’s so focused on Sophie. “You’re glowing. It’s not fair that you still look amazing with a baby and four husbands.”

      “We’re the reason she looks good,” Holden teases before kissing Sophie’s temple. “No, it’s team work.”

      “We take a shift with the baby,” Roman explains. “It’s only fair since he belongs to all of us.”

      “Sophie’s not leaving my side tonight, so one of you better be prepared to do the feeding,” Valerie says.

      “Do you want to hold him?” Sophie asks. “He’s your godson, after all. I know you can’t move here, but I wish you could spend more time with him.”

      Valerie smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes and she doesn’t grab for the baby. She clears her throat. “Sure.”

      “She’s wearing white, baby,” Holden informs.

      “I burped him. It’ll be okay,” Sophie says, handing my fiancée the baby.

      My eyes flick to Lief, but his expression gives nothing away. He crosses his arms. I can’t imagine Lief as a dad. The times I’ve seen him kill could color me, but there’s nothing that screams ‘dad’ about him.

      Chase is a bit more on that scale, but I can’t even imagine holding Link, let alone my kid. Valerie holds the baby, but her shoulders look tense. Link stares up at her with enormous eyes and Valerie takes a nervous breath.

      “I should be sitting. I mean, it doesn’t feel safe. He’s so little and ...” she swallows.

      Sophie stands closer. “You’ve got this, Valerie, trust me. If anyone can handle Link, it’s us.”

      Roman clears his throat and Sophie rolls her eyes. “You four are implied.” She says something to him in Italian and Lief nods in approval before Roman steals Sophie for a hungry kiss. Damn, they set the standard for this kind of marriage.

      “Oh, Sophia, you look so wonderful with the baby,” Vanya says.

      “Don’t spook her. She’s like a deer. She’ll jump and run,” Tristan teases.

      “Hi, Tristan,” Sophie says. She hugs him, but I notice Roman keeps a possessive hand on her lower back.

      I roll my eyes, but I get it. Wasn’t I just that way with Valerie?

      “Tristan, don’t be rude in front of the baby. I can’t jab at you with my hands full,” Valerie orders, ignoring Vanya. After another few minutes, Valerie hands Link back to Sophie. “I’ve gotten my fill of baby time for now, thanks.”

      “Good, he’s all mine,” Gunner says, picking up Link and bouncing him until Link laughs.

      Valerie leans closer to me. “I think he likes Gunner more than me.”

      “I’d hope so. They spend a lot of time together,” I assure as my hand drops further on her back. “We could sneak away right now. Vanya and Josefine are focused on the baby. Dads are talking with the guys. I could steal you away and take care of your stress.”

      Valerie looks up at me and rubs my chest. “Don’t tempt me.”

      “Chase and I are more than ready,” I say.

      Chase nods once. I know he’s been listening in. Valerie takes a slow breath. “Not yet.”

      She kisses my cheek and goes to Lief to talk to Vanya about something with him at her side. I move closer to Chase. “Did you talk to Tristan?”

      “I heard my name,” Tristan says, joining our half circle. “Does that mean we need drinks?”

      “Many, many drinks if you followed through on our request,” Chase grumbles.

      We all get drinks, then Chase and I just stare at him. Tristan sighs. “I spoke with my mother. She said she might come. I kept the news from our father. He’s still convinced you have her brainwashed.”

      “Great,” I huff. “I mean, I wasn’t hopeful, but I wanted something good for Valerie.”

      “Why did you even suggest this?” Tristan asks in a hushed voice. “After last time my mother was around you guys ... well, it didn’t go well and I thought you’d want to avoid fights at your engagement party.”

      “We are trying to avoid fights, but Valerie missed your mom when we got together for Christmas,” Chase insists.

      “Exactly,” I agree, leaving out that Lief was the mastermind behind this.

      Tristan nods. “I get that, but Val might want the perfect family. Our parents being here will help nothing.”

      I nod once. Tristan and Chase walk off to talk about something, but my eyes flick to my father. He’s already trying to sneak out and we haven’t even had food yet. I catch him and we step outside. He gives me a cigar and switches to Russian.

      “Congratulations on proposing to the woman,” he says.

      “You like her or you two would have killed each other in the conference room,” I say.

      He sighs and makes a noncommittal gesture. “If she were with one of you, I’d approve.”

      “Why are you sneaking out?” I ask.

      “I got another letter. I’m going to deal with this so you and Chase can enjoy this moment,” he says.

      I just stare at him. It’s something that Valerie taught me. It takes my father much more than ten seconds–Valerie’s normal–but he cracks. “He’s threatened to bomb the mansion. We have many innocent people there. I have to turn myself in. Maybe that will be enough.”

      “If you do that, the police will look into everything. We’ll be in jail rather than in matrimony,” I hiss.

      He shrugs. “I don’t know what to do, Hunter. I’ve spent my life preparing you two to take over, and now an outsider is going to ruin that. How am I supposed to keep everyone safe?”

      “You need to trust us and let us work on this as well. Chase is running some diagnostics on his computer. We are searching every database possible. We could extend the option for a meeting. If we can get eyes on the person-”

      “They’d never agree. They know that keeping their identity a secret makes them powerful,” he says.

      “Then let’s not have him meet with us,” I murmur as the idea forms. I hate it, absolutely hate it, but I have a feeling it will work.

      “What are you talking about?” My father demands as he exhales smoke.

      I text Valerie and she appears. “You do not know how perfect your timing is. Vanya and Josefine were teaming up on me about babies. Hunt, I’m so not .... we’re not alone.” She puts on a smile and switches to Russian. “Hello.”

      Mr. Volkov hands her a cigar. Valerie has never smoked as long as I’ve known her, but she takes a few puffs. She coughs and hands it back to him. “Thank you.”

      “Hunter has a plan that involves ...” My father’s eyes cut to me and he shakes his head once. “Stupid boy.”

      “Dorogaya, you love me, remember that,” I encourage in English.

      “How could I forget, Krolik ... wait ... what are you about to ask?” Her eyes narrow.

      “You’re so pretty when you’re suspicious,” I croon. “But then again, if it’s too much to ask, maybe too dangerous, I can always just go to jail since I’ll never let Chase do that and-”

      “You are not going to jail. Spill. Now,” she orders.

      She is sexy as hell when she’s pissed off. It makes me love her even more. I stow my lust for the time being. “You’re the best psychologist I know.”

      “The only psychologist you know,” she says.

      “Dr. Sexy, I need you to take on a 007 level mission. You need to have a session with our attacker and find out who they are. Who they are. Get in their stupid, evil head and destroy them so we can come in and take over,” I say.

      She stares at me, just stares. She steals my drink and downs it. “Okay, admittedly, better than baby talk, or thinking about my family, but you’re going to be putting everyone in that clinic at risk. If everyone just leaves, that will be suspicious and the person will walk. How do we even get the person there?”

      “We let reporters in on our happiness,” I say.

      “It would provide the person a new avenue. Us Volkov men are hard to track, but you are a civilian and easier to gain access to,” Father says.

      It’s the first time he’s ever backed a plan of mine. I take a few breaths, and we both look at Valerie. She balances it out. “My profile at the clinic is online and easy to access. If someone googles my name, my doctoral thesis and my current job is what comes up. I’ve also put it on social media.”

      “Is it a yes, dorogaya? I’ll love you either way, but I have a feeling you like to get your hands on me and prison would-”

      “Shush. We’re not talking about prison,” Valerie says, sighing. She pinches the bridge of her nose. “Yes. I can’t have my father-in-law dead. I can’t have one of my husbands in jail. Plus, with my lovely engagement gift, I’ll have more power in the office.”

      I grin and almost kiss her, but she puts her finger against my lips. “He has to take the bait, though.”

      “Leave it to Chase,” I say before kissing her.
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      I try to enjoy the party, I do. Having Sophie and Elaine together and having girls to talk to is great. No uninvited guests have shown up, and that’s enough of a win, especially with this new plan hanging over us.

      “So, when are you going to have little ones? You might want to give it a year or so before you try. Get settled in your career,” Vanya encourages.

      I blink at her.

      “Or longer,” Josefine says after she swallows a bite of her food. “With the work they’re involved in, and your own career ... well, you have time. There is no reason to rush.”

      “I think I’d like to get comfortable in the marriage and with my career before I think about babies. We’ll see how things go. The last thing we need is stress in our relationship,” I say.

      “Such a mature choice,” Vanya says.

      I kick Lief under the table, and he nods. “I’m not in any rush to have children.”

      His hand finds mine under the table. Our fingers lock and interlock as Vanya and Josefine talk about babies.

      “Lief was a perfect child. He was quiet. It was almost frightening. We never knew what he needed until he’d cry and reach for something or just stare at us,” Josefine says, as she laughs.

      Lief blushes pink and takes another drink. I know he’s drinking straight vodka. Vanya sighs. “Hunter was the opposite. Everything made him cry. Being sticky, not being able to have what we had at the table. Us being too far away. Me being too close. Too hot, too cold, everything.”

      Chase punches Hunter’s shoulder and Hunter grumbles.

      “Valerie was a heavy sleeper.” The new voice makes me freeze.

      My eyes go to Tristan. He points at Chase and Hunter. Well. Now I know how Bridezillas are made. I turn to look at my mother and force a smile. Sophia shushes Holden and hands the baby to Nick. She’s very ready to be at my defense.

      My mother smiles slightly. “I’m Valerie’s mother, Tina.”

      Oh god, am I too big to hide under a table right now? What if I just steal Hunter and blow him in the bathroom to get out of this? Both are options.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Tina,” Josefine smiles. “I saw videos of you at Christmas. It’s so nice to meet you in person.”

      My mother looks at me, and I sit straight up and down. “It’s nice to be included.”

      I swallow hard, but somehow choke on my spit. Leif rubs my back and kisses my temple. His lips brush my ear. “Say the word, and we have an emergency that needs to be resolved.”

      I give his thigh a reassuring rub as Chase moves closer to me as well. Why am I afraid of this woman? I can take Lief down when we spar. I’ve taken on a pseudo mafia boss and the real thing. I’ve laughed at death being shoved in my face and didn’t let it stop me from getting a doctorate degree.

      “Mom, you remember Leif, Chase, and Hunter,” I say, motioning to the guys.

      “I do,” she says.

      Vanya pulls up a chair and she and Josefine gush about me. I excuse myself and Lief moves out of the way. I hurry to where the drinks are and just stand there not knowing what will fix this situation.

      Tristan puts his hand on my shoulder, and I glower at him. “How could you?”

      “Chase and Hunter pointed out how sad you were at Christmas when she wasn’t there. They wanted to make you happy, sis.”

      “Tris, this isn’t the way to do that and ... oh, my god. Please tell me you didn’t talk to dad. I don’t want to use my new present so soon.”

      “I mean, I talked to him, but I didn’t tell him about this and I ... what new present?” He asks.

      This is too much. “I’m having lady problems.”

      Tristan looks at me, then at my guys. “Then why are you wearing white?”

      “Go get Sophia and tell her I need a tampon,” I order.

      He flushes and runs off, whispering in Sophie’s ear. When she gets to me, I take her hand and drag her to the bathroom. I put my hand to my stomach. “I think ... I can’t breathe.” “Look at me.”

      I shake my head. An entire plan to keep my husbands out of jail–because I know it wouldn’t just be Hunter–rests on my shoulders and some luck. We’re planning a whole ass wedding, my mothers-in-law are already talking about babies, and now my mother is sitting at the table with said mothers-in-law while not approving of my relationship at all.

      “Valerie,” Sophie grabs my hands, so tight it hurts. “Look. At. Me.”

      “Is that your mom voice?” I huff.

      “Talk to me about something. You’re so stressed. Is it your mom? I can distract her with Link. I mean, that’s not what my baby is for, but it works pretty well. Then you can run out because you’re having monster cramps,” she says.

      “My mom won’t believe that. She’ll chase me down and tell me how much she hates my relationship with the guys and ask why I can’t just pick one. Tell me how wrong it is to live with them. My in-laws will reject me because of her and-” I bite my lip.

      Sophie stares at me for a long time. “What? I feel like you’ve been keeping something from me since the first time you visited with the guys.”

      “Soph ... oh god, I can’t open that can of worms. I just ... maybe if I was drunk-”

      “Definitely not the answer.” Sophie looks around, then fans me with something. I don’t even know what. “Just take a few deep breaths and think about things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like how in a room of more than ten people (not including your fiancés), only one doesn’t support you? Aren’t those good odds?”

      “Well ... yeah.”

      “And all these people know you for you, not for your mom. This isn’t high school. No one is going to judge you based on your mom, okay?” Sophie hugs me tight. “I can do the breathing for both of us sometimes.”

      I take a few deep breaths and then Link sobs. Sophie turns me and wraps me around someone else before apologizing and walking away. I look up and find Chase there. He smiles. “Hi, baby doll.”

      “Hi,” I whisper.

      “Your mom wasn’t a good idea?” He guesses. “Hunter and I were on the fence, but we want to give you everything, including your mom.”

      “I didn’t want her here. She could ruin the happiness,” I say, choking on the words.

      “Or she can change her mind when she’s around our moms. Right now, Tina is laughing and telling baby stories about you. I know that eliminates a lot of your life with her, but she’s getting along well. Plus, the baby talk has stopped,” he croons.

      “How dare you calm me down,” I grumble.

      He chuckles and kisses the corner of my mouth. “I’m still jealous of Lief, though. If you wanted to hide away for a bit, I’m sure I can make that happen and put you in a better mood.”

      “Sometimes you and Hunter have the same mind.” I shake my head, then kiss him. “Thank you for trying this and for being here for me.”

      “If it’s too much-”

      “You three are always too much, but in the best way. Let’s get back out there,” I say.

      “Are you sure?” Chase asks.

      I stare at him for a long while, seeing how genuine he is. He strokes down my hip, then grabs my thigh as he backs me against a wall. “You keep staring at me like that and I’m going to get worked up.”

      “You’re that easy to work up, baby boy?” I tease.

      “When you’re involved, I am,” he growls. Chase strokes up my thigh and pauses with a sigh. “Valerie, seriously?”

      “Knives are important!” I argue.

      He chuckles. “You should never be afraid of anything in any room, you realize that? Beyond having three vicious men ready to defend you, you have a knife and your wits. What more do you need?”

      “My fiancé to come and talk sense into me.” I kiss him soft then deepen the kiss. “I love you, Chase.”

      “I love you, baby doll. Forever.”

      “And a day. Because if you don’t outlive me, plan for all out war,” I warn.

      He laughs and shakes his head before leading me back to the table. Josefine and Vanya have my mom so excited and glowing just talking about me. It’s weird to watch. On one hand, I’ve never seen her talk about me like this, with so much pride, but on the other, I hate that she’s owning me as her daughter when she ignored me for so many years.

      Hunter takes over, watching me and rubs down my back. He kisses my temple. “On a scale, I think you handle estranged mothers better than I do.”

      “I think I’m supposed to,” I murmur.

      “You’re not a psychologist right now. You’re a person and you’re allowed to feel whatever you want. Don’t you tell me that all the time?” Hunter asks.

      I’m emotionally overloaded today. I fan my face and Hunter pales. “I didn’t mean ... Let me get Lief over here to talk about the weather or-”

      “No, you’re wonderful, Krolik,” I say, assuring him, leaning against him. “So good for me.”

      “You say that like you’re not my personal sanity bank,” he cups my face. “I love you so much, Valerie. And not to influence who you marry on paper, but Valerie Volkov has a nice ring ... not to mention the power association there.”

      I laugh and stand on my toes to kiss him. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Better than things you’ve called me in the past,” he says with a shrug.

      “And we both know it’s true,” I sigh.

      “You know what’s getting me through all this, including my father bonding with Nick?”

      I glance over and see that they’re deep in conversation. I blink a few times in surprise, then look up at Hunter. “What is getting you through that?”

      “Reminding myself that all of this means that we’re going to marry you, Dorogaya. I don’t know how long engagements last, but I want this to be fast. I want to call you my wife and even if that happened today, it wouldn’t be soon enough,” Hunter says.

      When the hell did my men become more well-adjusted than me?

      I can’t get the words in my head to come together into even one sentence. Instead, I kiss him, sucking his bottom lip, then pulling him down to tangle our tongues. I don’t care who sees. I want him to know, feel, and experience how much he means to me. I stroke the back of his neck and rub over his chest.

      When I draw back, I feel how hard Hunter is. He nods. “Yup, this party needs to wrap up now. Right now.”

      I giggle and rub his chest. I pull him back down to me and switch to Russian, just for him as I speak against his lips. “I love you so damn much. The rest of the world doesn’t matter.”

      He jerks me against him and pants. “You don’t get to say that kind of thing to me in public.”
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      When we get home after the party, I can tell Hunter is excited and very ready to capitalize on whatever Valerie said to him at the end of the party. I feel energy coursing through me, too. Knowing that it’s official, that everyone important to us knows this marriage is going to happen, makes it feel real.

      Once we park, though, Hunter glances at the back seat. Lief and Valerie are passed out. I shake my head, but smile. “I think today was a success.”

      “Getting them into the house is going to be another matter,” Hunter says. “I shouldn’t have gotten myself all worked up.”

      “Today was a long day.”

      “Did you hold the baby?” he asks.

      “I did,” I admit. “We’ve talked about forever with Valerie for a while, but we haven’t ever talked about kids. I didn’t realize I even wanted kids.”

      Hunter doesn’t commit or deny. Instead, he reaches in and pulls Valerie out. She curls against him and he grins at me. “I’d rather carry her than a baby, no offense.”

      I roll my eyes and wake Lief up. He lumbers into the house, looking more like a giant that’s never met humans than actually looking human. He goes right to bed. Hunter shakes his head. “Get him coffee. We need to have a discussion.”

      “Without our fiancée?” I ask.

      “She already knows,” Hunter says.

      I get the coffee going and Hunter comes down, patting Lief’s back. “That’s right, Viking. Hold off sleep a little longer.”

      “Too many people,” he grumbles. “Too many questions.”

      I finish his coffee–pretty easy, since he takes it black–and put the mug in his hand. He takes a drink before I can say it’s hot. He doesn’t even flinch. Lief sighs and motions for us to go ahead.

      “Valerie has agreed to be bait,” Hunter says.

      I gape at him and Lief is wide awake. The look in his eyes is something I’ve seen reserved for after someone injures him. The lethal edge to his gaze, the snarl to his jaw, promises violence without the mercy of our normal rules.

      “Say that again,” Lief orders.

      Hunter holds his hands out. “Okay, bad way to word that.”

      “We have to draw this asshole out. Until we know who it is, we’re sitting ducks. We can’t take any action at all without more knowledge. Valerie is our best option for that. It was give this plan a shot or let our father turn himself in,” Hunter explains. He takes a slow breath. “I explained it to Valerie, and she agreed. There was nothing except a yes after she considered it.”

      Lief takes another long drink of coffee. “What is expected of her?”

      “She’s going to be at her office and wait for a new patient. Chase or I will go in for our normal appointments. When she gets notice of a new client, the only thing that will change is that you go in for an appointment. It’s that simple. She picks his mind. If there’s a problem, she’ll have a way to let us know,” Hunter says.

      I take a breath. “Why weren’t we clued into this?”

      “It happened in a matter of seconds,” Hunter says. “At the party.”

      I rub my forehead and Lief sets his mug down harder than necessary. “Our fiancée is not bait. She is a person. She has not trained for this life. She has done very well in our world, but this-”

      “Is my choice,” Valerie says. We all look over at her. She pats her ruffled hair and pulls at her dress. “I chose to do this because I know I can. I took on my mom, questions about babies, and I’ve taken on so many other things ... I can do this and I want to.”

      “Little viper, you are ...” Lief shakes his head.

      I’ve never seen him reject anything so quickly. Valerie sits on his lap and turns his chin to face her. “I know you don’t like this. I understand why. This is how I feel whenever you go out to work. I’m terrified for you. But this, just sitting behind a desk and talking, it’s what I know.”

      “I know,” Lief says. He presses his forehead to hers. “You’re so important to me.”

      “To all of us,” I insist. “I don’t like this either, Valerie. I don’t want you staring down another terrible person. How many bad experiences until we lose your hope and your fun and your sweetness?”

      She looks between us. “How many times do I have to sit at home and gain more wrinkles worrying about you three? Heart attacks can happen to anyone!”

      I sigh and Valerie kisses Lief before sitting on my lap and rubbing my chest. “Baby boy, you know I take all our safety serious. I wore a knife on me today.”

      “I thought I checked you thoroughly,” Lief growls.

      “Which is why I did it when you were rushing us out to the car,” Valerie replies, before facing me. “I trust you three with my life. I know Hunter suggested this, that means he has five back up plans. I trust him. I trust you. I trust Lief.”

      Hunter’s eyes widen and I see him grab his phone. I’m not sure what he’s doing, but I’m sure it’s related to our fiancée. Valerie kisses my cheek. “I wouldn’t be marrying you if I didn’t trust you. I know if plan A falls through, the three of you will max out the alphabet to keep me safe. You’re capable, strong, smart, and wonderful overall.”

      Lief exhales and nods. “I’ll think about this when I wake up. Right now I wan to lock all of you in a safe room and deal with this myself.”

      “Viking,” Valerie purrs.

      “I’m not pleased. I will never be pleased if you’re in danger and I’m not by your side,” he huffs.

      Lief heads upstairs and I feel Valerie’s desire to go with him. She sighs and rubs my arm as I squeeze her hip. Valerie exhales. “From one mini-fight into another with him.”

      “He’ll understand,” I promise. “I do. If the situation was flipped, you know that any of us would step in your shoes.”

      “You’ve thrown yourself in my shoes,” she argues.

      I chuckle and nod. “. He’ll understand it. Just give him some time.”

      Apparently, ‘some time’ means multiple days. Lief is devoted to work and then to working out. When New Year’s Eve comes, Valerie walks out in a gorgeous shimmery gold dress. The black sleeves cling to her arms but are see through. Somehow, the sleeves connect to a collar around her neck. It has a kinky look but its nothing less than classy.

      She stares out into the backyard where Lief is shirtless and kicking the hell out of a boxing mannequin. She sighs and her shoulders drop.

      “Have you talked to him?” I ask.

      “I wouldn’t rush it,” Hunter argues. “He’s in the arctic anger mood.”

      Valerie considers that, then kicks off her heels. She undoes her neck thing, pulling off her sleeves and putting them in Hunter’s arms.

      “You’re not going out there,” I say.

      “Watch me,” she answers. “I’m fixing this. Viking can avoid talking to me when he’s not touching me, but he refuses to let me be cold.”

      “Valerie,” I argue, grabbing her heels and chasing after her.

      She shuts the door behind her, slamming it. Hunter sighs.

      “Her feet are going to freeze!” I point out.

      “Do you want to argue with her when she’s like that?” Hunter asks. “They’ve been stewing for a while. They just need to fuck it out.”

      “Hunt, it’s more than that,” I argue.

      “If they fuck, he gets all his frustration out and then they’ll talk. It’s natural,” he shrugs. “Based on my experience, anyway.”

      He has had more fights with Valerie than I have. Valerie stands there, snow up to her ankles. We hear her yell Lief’s name. He looks over, then points at her. She doesn’t even shiver. She stomps over to him until he picks her up and points at her feet.

      She beats his chest. He narrows his eyes, then they’re sparing. I open the door and hear her. “You’re being stupid for no reason! Stop holding a fucking grudge and talk to me.”

      He grabs her arm and spins her around, holding her against his chest. She kicks him, getting him to loosen up enough that she can sweep his legs. Lief expects it though, since he hops over, then tries to pick her up again.

      “Does she have a knife?” I ask.

      “Of course she does. That’s our woman,” Hunter says with obvious love.

      “Viper, get inside!” Lief booms.

      “Make me!” She demands.

      She twists, drops, then moves in front of him. Lief freezes. He glowers down at her. “Every time?”

      “Do something about it,” she challenges.

      “Knife at the balls?” Hunter asks.

      “It’s her signature move.”

      Lief grabs her wrist, twists, and she gasps as she drops the knife. Hunter takes two large steps forward, but Valerie doesn’t make a sound. I shake my head. “She’s fine at that angle, just immobile.”

      Hunter shakes his head. “Liking this plan a lot less.”

      Lief and Valerie have a stare off, but she shivers once and then she’s in Lief’s arms. Her arms wrap around his neck and he carries her inside. He sets Valerie down in front of the fireplace and gets it going. When she shivers again, Hunter and I both grab blankets to drape around her.

      Lief pulls her into his arms. “Don’t be careless with your health.”

      “Don’t be an ass when we need your support,” she counters, still arguing, despite her chattering teeth. “I will bite you in the not-sexy-way.” She smiles.

      His face doesn’t change, but Valerie leans against him and traces his tattoos up his arms. “How are you still so warm?”

      “I don’t like this plan. All I see are problems. I don’t have it in me to resist helping you. I want to be under your desk while you deal with him,” Lief states.

      I sigh. “Lief, he could know. You’re huge. You’re not going to fit under a desk.”

      “Unless our fiancé just gets a new desk,” Hunter mumbles.

      Valerie looks at Lief, and he nods. She takes a deep breath. “Alright. New desk that I don’t sit behind, anyway. Lief will fit in there, and that’s the end of it. This is still an if. I don’t have anyone new on my roster.”

      “That will change tonight. The party has allowed press,” I say.

      “As of midnight, everyone will know about us getting married,” Hunter says with a huge grin. “The world will know that you are taken.”

      Lief seems to soften. He rubs his hands over Valerie’s arms and presses a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m sorry for picking another fight when I said I wouldn’t.”

      “It was an asshole move,” Valerie whispers.

      “It was and it won’t be repeated,” Lief promises, lifting her chin. “I should have just told you how uncomfortable I was with you taking this risk. I want forever, Valerie.”

      “I do too and I wouldn’t suggest this if I thought there was a real risk to that,” she says, then looks at me and Hunter. “I trust all three of you with my life. I wouldn’t do it with anyone else.”

      “So, are we party ready?” Hunter asks. “Because tonight is not ending like our engagement party did. No fighting in the new year. Just us, together.”

      “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said, Krolik,” Valerie says, with a smile spreading across her face.

      “It’s the year we’re going to get married,” I state. “That makes it the best year already. When is midnight coming?”

      “About the same time you three do,” Valerie teases.
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      The party is amazing. It’s an exclusive list, but I don’t notice anyone else since I’m wrapped up in my men. Hunter wants to dance to every song and refuses to surrender me. When I get to Chase, he sits down with me and rubs my feet.

      Even Lief stays close.

      “You three are going all out for the press,” I mumble.

      “You say that like we don’t dote on you,” Chase says while squeezing my foot.

      I moan and can’t help but think of the amazing dates we’ve been on. We need more. “You do, always.”

      “It used to be just hanging curtains shirtless,” Hunter says while setting a drink in my hand and kissing the top of my head. “I still can’t believe I didn’t get felt up that day.”

      “You know why you didn’t,” I argue.

      He tries to take my drink back, but I whine and he returns it while stealing a kiss.

      “How long are we staying?” Lief asks.

      “Are you not having fun, Viking? I haven’t asked to dance,” I say, knowing how much dancing turns him on and makes him want to leave whatever event we’re at.

      “Too many events involving too many people,” he explains.

      “Oh,” I agree, before moaning again. My head falls back. “Chase, you’re too good at that.”

      “You need better shoes,” he argues.

      “We should have gotten you custom heels for Christmas,” Hunter says. “But if you keep moaning, we’re all going to be in trouble.”

      Lief nods. Chase slides my shoe back on, making me feel like Cinderella. I sigh and look between my men. “Okay, I’m on Lief’s side right now.”

      “About?” Chase asks.

      “Getting the hell out of here. Mini food lightly poured drinks, far too many people around, so I can’t ravage all of you right here on this table,” I say with a sigh.

      Hunter pulls me up and against him. “That can be fixed as soon as we take some photos.”

      “Which means being the naughtiest couple here,” I tease.

      He groans and kisses me with passion. I tug on his tie, pulling him closer. Another body presses against mine and I’m sure it’s Chase since he likes to kiss right behind my ear. I rub over his hip and squeeze.

      Hunter draws back and spins me under his arm so I can kiss Chase. I giggle before kissing him, too. Chase draws back, and both brothers set me in Lief’s lap. I stroke down Lief’s chest and undo two buttons.

      Hunter and Chase go to do something, but Lief rubs my thigh. “Are you warm now?”

      “You warmed me up before we left. We can make up when we get home,” I promise him. “Leave your tie on.”

      He growls low in his throat. “You think you’ll be in charge?”

      “I’m going to put you on your knees and pull you where I want with your tie. Guess where we’ll start.”

      His lips brush my ear. “I’m going to eat you out while you blow Chase. Let’s make Hunter squirm.”

      I shudder and nod. “You get me first. I want to feel you, to know we’re okay.”

      “We are, viper.”

      “I’m sorry if I drew blood,” I say.

      “You got through to me, even if you fight dirty,” he snorts.

      “I know you hold back when we spar. You would never hurt me. Don’t hold out in bed. Get all that anger out,” I say with a wink.

      “You won’t be in charge long,” he says before nipping my bottom lip.

      I kiss him, drawing out each curl of my tongue. Soon enough, I’m in Chase’s arms. He dances with me slowly, holding me close as we exchange steamy kisses. The way he touches me, shows me off, worships me it makes me feel good.

      Hunter steals me from Chase and sticks out his tongue. “I can do slow dancing and club dancing.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t forget who our fiancée chose first,” Chase huffs.

      “First doesn’t matter. We all have her now,” Hunter argues.

      “I’m glad you don’t mind, considering the plan for our after party,” I murmur.

      “No after party. We’re going straight home,” he argues.

      “I agree. But there’s only so much of me, so there’s a wait list. Lief gets me first. Chase deserves my mouth,” I say, smiling. “You get to watch and plot.”

      Hunter groans. “Am I being punished?”

      “Nope.”

      “We can fight too. Go ahead. Pick a topic and I’ll argue with you,” he offers.

      “If you want angry sex, you can have it any time you tease me at work,” I counter.

      He grins. “I’m very devoted to my mental health.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure you are,” I snort. I kiss him. “I do like it when you are. It just takes ten minutes of come-ons ignored.”

      “I’ve been doing better. I’m down to wasting seven minutes instead,” he argues.

      I giggle and let him tip me back before kissing me. Hunter presses his forehead to mine. “I love you, dorogaya.”

      “I love you, Krolik. I’d like to be home and filled up with my fiancés when the clock hits twelve,” I hint.

      He glances up and I notice paparazzi enjoying us. Especially when Chase pulls me from Hunter to kiss me. Lief appears and wraps his arms around me, leaning down to speak in my ear. “You can take care of me after our fun tonight. Even if it means a bath.”

      I gape at him. “Really?”

      “You can massage my shoulders, braid my hair, put a face mask on me, whatever you’d like.” he doesn’t love the idea, but he’s offering, which is worth plenty.

      “Okay, they got enough photos. We can leave,” I say.

      I drag my men out of the venue even as more pictures are taken. Chase grabs my ass as Hunter holds my hand and my purse. Lief keeps close on his own. Let the paparazzi have what they want: the story about me and my three men–two of the most coveted bachelors in D.C. and their bodyguard–and share it with the world.

      As long as it lands in the lap of the one person we need to trap, it’s worth it.

      As we drive home, the guys talk about how they want to spoil me, all the things they want to get for me, where they want to take me on our honeymoon, but if we do everything (Spain, Greece, two separate cruises, Mexico again, California) it would take at least six months to get through. Still, it makes me smile that they’re getting each other all excited.

      When we get home, I hop out of the car first, unlock the front door and take off my sleeves and collar. I have my dress over my hips when I’m picked up and tossed over a shoulder. “Hey!”

      “What makes you think we can’t strip you?” Hunter demands.

      A hard hand falls on my ass before Lief agrees. “Maybe we want to rip this dress and everything underneath.”

      “And here I was going to surprise you guys with another costume, but if you insist, go for it,” I tease.

      Chase groans and lifts my head to kiss me. “Costumes can wait. All we want is you.”

      “I don’t know. What kind of costume, Dorogaya?” Hunter asks before walking up the stairs.

      “If I’m not going to wear it, I just won’t tell you. I’ll save them,” I giggle.

      Lief spanks me again and again. Then I’m thrown down in our huge bed. I giggle as I look over at my sexy men. “Lief, remember how I want you?”

      “I do, and I want you to keep your heels on,” he growls while taking off his jacket.

      “Chase, you better get naked too,” I say.

      Chase bundles my hair in his hand and kisses me. Hunter, however, tears my dress off. I know it’s him, since Lief’s stripping and Chase would ask first. I groan over the sound of the fabric tearing as Chase continues teasing me with slow, patient kisses that don’t match Hunter’s hands pulling at my underwear and stroking across my body.

      “I want to take you to a hot spring, buy the whole thing out, and then we can take turns driving you insane until the staff gets curious,” Hunter growls before kissing up my belly.

      Chase draws back. “A perfect plan.”

      I whimper, reaching for Chase, but Hunter sucks my nipple between his lips, flicking his tongue over the hard peak until I groan and lift my hips. Hunter’s eyes focus on me entirely as he flattens his tongue over my nipple and licks up my breast. He kisses across my neck, then claims my mouth like only he can. In a spellbinding, tantalizing kiss that drowns me in lust and has me teetering on the edge of need.

      “You want Lief first, don’t you?” he asks against my lips, even as I try to reclaim him for another kiss. “That’s what you said. You want Lief and Chase while I watch.”

      He draws back and takes off his shirt, showing every inch of his sexy chest and abs. I lean forward, trying to reclaim him, but he drags a chair forward and grins. “Put on a show, Dorogaya.”

      I take off my bra, then look at Lief, wearing nothing but his tie as he waits for me at the foot of the bed. I sit up, grab his tie, and jerk him into bed. He smiles and crawls up the bed, kissing my knee, the inside of my thigh.

      “Where do you want me?” Lief asks in a soft growl.

      “Between my legs, Viking,” I answer while spreading them. “Wasn’t I clear?”

      His grin grows. “And you believe you’re in charge?”

      “Of course I’m in charge. I have the tie,” I say, tugging it.

      It pops off his collar. Shit. A clip on. He flips me onto my knees, jerks me back and pulls my underwear down before kissing my lower back. “In charge, of course.”

      Chase chuckles and strokes under my chin, running his thumb over my bottom lip. “We all know how much you prefer to let us make the choices in bed.”

      “But I-”

      “Be good, Valerie, and we’ll give you everything you want, just like we always do,” Hunter promises.

      Lief strokes over my pussy with a single finger, teasing me with every stroke. I bite Chase’s finger and remember a video I saw on social media. I’m not really in the right position to flip Lief, but there has to be some way to regain control.

      “Lief?” I ask, using my sweetest voice.

      “Yes?” he asks.

      I sit back to see him, tighten my thighs around his, and try to flip us both. It puts him off balance and gives me the few seconds I need to wrestle him down so he’s on his back. He stares up at me with wide eyes as Hunter laughs.

      “You’re losing your touch, big man,” Hunter says.

      I hold Lief’s hands down as he watches me. I know he could take control in a second. He’s twice my strength, at least. I grin and stroke over his arms. “Be a good Viking and please me.”

      “I’m on my back,” he says

      “Your mouth works just fine,” I say.

      He pulls me so I’m straddling his face and locks his big arms around my thighs, making me feel small and dainty. He presses a soft kiss on my inner thigh. “Lets see how well it works.”

      Lief pulls me a little closer, then licks across my pussy, from entrance to clit, before he gives me a heat-filled look and feasts on me like he needs me to live. I gasp and put one hand against the headboard as I roll my hips against his tongue.

      Chase stands on the bed beside me, stroking his cock. “I think you need more than his tongue, baby girl.”

      “I do,” I pant. “I need everything.”

      Lief grabs my ass before swatting me as Chase eases his cock into my mouth.

      “We have five minutes until midnight. Make sure she comes at 12:01,” Hunter growls.
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      I take my time feasting on Valerie. She shudders and tries to get me right where she needs me, but I’m not going to rush a damn thing. I like Hunter’s idea. Chase groans as Valerie sucks him hard, her cheeks hollowing as she takes as much of him as possible down her throat.

      Hunter gets up, unable to resist. He goes to the drawer we have of toys and pulls out the vibrating plug I got her. Valerie groans as I focus on her clit, sucking and licking at the same time.

      “That’s so good, baby doll. Use your tongue like–fuck, just like that,” he growls.

      Valerie moans around him, gripping his hip in one hand and my hair in the other. I up the pace when Hunter tells us it’s 11:59. Valerie’s whole body trembles and her fingers tighten in my hair.

      Chase thrusts into her throat and she groans, her eyes rolling back.

      “Happy new year, Dr. Sexy,” Hunter growls.

      She whimpers, then trembles. One more lick and she comes apart, her legs tightening around my shoulders as she tries to control herself without letting Chase slip out of her mouth. Chase groans and eases out of her once she slumps against him.

      “Hunt, you didn’t warn me,” Valerie whimpers.

      “That was the fun,” he chuckles. “I made sue you were nice and ready for it.”

      I lick over her pussy again, and she shudders before rolling off me. Hunter grins as Valerie writhes on the bed. I sit up and lick my lips, glancing at Valerie. The anal plug is fully inside her, vibrating away as she whimpers.

      “Please,” Valerie whines. “I’m so empty. Please.”

      “Oh, now you want my cock?” Hunter asks, already naked.

      Valerie nods. “Yes, please.”

      Hunter grins and kneels by her head. “Well, I know you want to make Lief feel good now, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” she moans. “Both of you, please. Please.”

      I fill her pussy. I can feel the vibrations of the toy in her ass rippling through her pussy. I groan as I draw back and thrust again. Valerie lifts her hips for me. I pull her legs up, pressing them together while both her ankles rest on one of my shoulders.

      I fuck her hard, with no kind of restraint. It’s so easy to lose myself in Valerie every damn time. Her muffled moans, the way she tries to take me deeper, tries to bounce with me. It’s so damn good.

      Hunter groans and pulls out of her mouth. “Be loud when you come or you won’t come again.”

      Valerie whines, then reaches for me. I clasp her hands in mine as I pant and groan above her. She whimpers. “Please, Lief. I’m so close. Please!”

      I nod. “You’re going to come.”

      “Yes.”

      I groan as ecstasy teases my toes. “Now, pet, come now!”

      She whines, then yells my name as she comes apart, so wet, so tight, so perfect. I jerk out in time as I come on her belly. I pant and grit my teeth as I roll off her.

      Valerie grips the sheets as we both pant. Chase flips her over and I kiss her, tangling my hand in her hair as I devour her mouth. Valerie’s lips part and she whines, looking back as Chase fills her.

      Hunter grins and pinches her nipple. “Come here and give me attention, Valerie.”

      She turns and kisses him before taking his cock deep into her mouth. I groan and keep stroking her back, touching her however I can, even as I rest in my hazy bliss. Chase groans and pants with Valerie as they come and Hunter finishes down her throat. He sighs. “I need to fuck you properly.”

      “Lief said a bath,” Valerie hums. “Lief?”

      “Tomorrow. Enjoy Hunter, pet,” I promise.

      Less than ten minutes later, they’re back at it, fucking in the bathroom as I chuckle. Chase rolls his eyes. “Hunter’s greedy as hell with her.”

      “We all are,” I sigh.

      Chase looks at his phone and groans. “I’m not going in. I’m not doing it. I won’t.”

      I take his phone from him. “I’ll handle the panic at the mansion. Stay here with our fiancée and spoil her. I’ll be back.”

      I clean up, get dressed, and go to the mansion to deal with the security concerns. I make it clear that only those who are recognized are allowed in right now. Recognized and on duty are the new prerequisites. They all agree. The only wiggle room is with the Volkovs since it’s their home, but if anyone joins them, I’m to be made aware of them.

      After that, I head home. I notice someone lingering at security. I walk over and they duck their head. I narrow my eyes. “You are?”

      “No one. A delivery man.”

      “Leave,” I order. “The gates are closed.”

      He does so without question. I look at the guard stationed there. “No one in other than the Volkovs and those on shift.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If anyone gets past you, you answer to me,” I snarl.

      He cringes back and trembles. I nod once. Even if I’ve put in to step back, I have more kills under my belt than just about anyone here. I’m efficient, I’m clear, and I don’t give second chances to anyone but my fiancée.

      I head home, taking rounding routes, going the wrong way on one-way streets, and heading home when I know I’m not being followed.

      The next day, I lie around with Valerie she pampers me, giving me a bath complete with a happy ending, a very appropriate massage with lotion that smells just like her, and brushing through my hair until I feel like a brand new man.

      Valerie beams the whole time. “When you’re retired, I’m going to dote on you so much, Viking. You’ll be so happy.”

      “I’m with you, pet,” I say, pulling her into my lap. “I’m happy just for that. Happy right now.”

      She kisses my neck and strokes my chest. We sit like that for a long time, just touching and cuddling, saying nothing at all. As far as I’m concerned, it’s the perfect way to spend the day.

      But soon enough, Valerie has to go to work. She comes downstairs in slacks that fit her perfectly and a button up that’s professional, but doesn’t hide her perfect body. I groan, and Hunter licks his lips. “When do we have an appointment?”

      “Two days,” Valerie says before looking at both of us. She sucks in a breath. “No, looking at me like that. I’m going to work. You’re going to be good and keep following this asshole with every avenue you’ve got.”

      “Yes, viper,” I promise. “Do you have a knife?”

      She nods and pats her purse. “And Mr. Volkov’s engagement present. Hunt, we’ll need to resume shooting practice.”

      Hunter perks. “I can’t wait.”

      She nods once, but seems a bit bothered, then goes to her car. I pull up the tabloids that show we were with Valerie on New Year’s Eve. He nods. “Chase, let it stay up. We haven’t gotten any letters since.”

      “I have a feeling that’s going to change soon,” I comment.

      “Well, until it does, we have to continue life. That’s imperative. If anything slips or looks odd, the consequence could be lethal.” Hunter rubs his jaw.

      “I’m well aware of how dangerous your plan is,” I say.

      “Valerie has the new desk that I’m sure you can fit under. Once we get information on a new client, we’ll take it from there. Until then, we make sure we’ve taken care of everything we can and proceed as normal,” Hunter replies.

      “And Chase?”

      Hunter glances at his watch. “As long as everything is going well, he’ll be home by the time Valerie does. Which means we need to go in. You have potential replacements to evaluate and others to train.”

      “The work never stops,” I sigh, heaving myself off the couch.

      Of course, after plenty of training, Hunter and Chase are detained. I get home just before Valerie does. She walks in and sighs as she drops onto the couch next to me. I take off her heels, consider rubbing her feet like Chase did, then pull her onto my lap.

      “Long day, pet?” I ask.

      “Going from worrying about you and myself to hearing so many things–things I could never share, of course–but so much,” she sighs.

      “Is something weighing on your mind?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “Nothing that I can’t fix with time. I want to help people and that’s what I do.”

      I continue watching her and she groans. “The pants are so tight.”

      “The pants?” I ask.

      She stands up and undoes a button. Then her zipper. I reach forward and drag her pants down her legs. She sighs and settles back on my lap after kicking off her shoes. Valerie’s lips fit to mine.

      “No more fighting?” She asks just as I kiss her back.

      “No more fighting, I promise,” I say while unbuttoning her shirt to see the sexy lingerie she has on. Just red lace, not concealing a thing. I lick across my bottom lip and pull her closer so she can feel how hard I am. “You can win every fight.”

      I kiss her neck, sucking and nibbling the same spot until she pants. “Lief, I got the notice.”

      Freezing against her, I draw back as the words sink in. She has a new client. Her first day back to work and the person’s already made an appointment. I meet her eyes as my own temper rises. My fiancée in danger, I won’t tolerate it.

      “I know you don’t like this plan, Viking. I know that. I just want to keep you three as safe as you’ve kept me. I know I can do this. It’s just talking and we don’t even know if it’s the person we’re after. It could be a coincidence,” she insists.

      I edge the strap of her bra down and kiss the exposed skin. “Coincidences are rare in this line of work.”

      “Which is why I wanted to share it with you,” Valerie hums as I continue kissing across the top of her breast. Her fingers brush the back of my neck, raising goosebumps across my body. “I want you to be as comfortable as possible.”

      “I’m very comfortable right now,” I say as I undo her bra. “Perhaps we both need to relax now that you’re home from work.”

      “Are you stressed?” she asks.

      “Not now.”

      She undoes my pants, edges them down my legs, and kisses me passionately. “Let’s keep not being stressed, then.”

      I groan and hook my finger in her panties. I rub my knuckle over her clit and she pants. God, she’s already wet. I groan and pull her closer. “I’ll be under your desk all day. I think that’s the only way I don’t get caught.”

      “I have a feeling you’re not going to behave,” she rasps.

      “I will while you have clients,” I promise before thrusting two fingers inside her. “When we’re alone, I make no promises.”

      Valerie grips my cock, then slides down on me. Her lips brush against mine. “It’s a professional environment, Lief. Don’t make me have to punish you.”

      I growl and hold her in place. “Try.”

      I pound into her hard and fast as she rides me. We’re not good at taking our time or going slow. That’s something I never want to change; this need, the base understanding between us. Valerie cups my face in her hand and kisses me hard just before we both burst.
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      I tap my pen on my notebook. The desk is huge and I don’t know what to do with all this space. There’s far too much room under it, more than enough for Lief to fit comfortably. But I still don’t like this plan.

      I pull up the appointment and get the notes about the person. Paranoid, anger and trust issues, along with a history of trauma. Anthony Cane. I’ve never heard the name, but considering Hunter used a fake name, the name is meaningless. I don’t have a photo to use or anything like that either.

      Of course, Hunter and Chase taking turns camping in the waiting room later in the day isn’t helping much. If someone’s watching the clinic, they’re going to notice them. Then again, Chase only ever stays for lunch and Hunter always comes in and leaves through the back, so it isn’t too suspicious.

      Still, I can’t help but be nervous no matter how much my men distract me when we’re home. I get the notice that my next appointment is coming in and sit taller before taking a breath and changing my underwear. The pearly pair I couldn’t keep on for the engagement party.

      I hold my normal underwear in my hand as I let Hunter in. I shut the door behind him and slide my hand into his front pocket. His eyes flick to me. “What are you doing, Dr.?”

      “Making sure you’re not a threat to me, Hunter. We’ve had some heated moments in this room and I’m concerned about my safety,” I say.

      Once I ‘check his pockets’, he sits down. I sit in a chair across from him and cross my legs. Hunter sucks in a breath. “I’m thinking this attraction isn’t one way, Dr.”

      “What would give you that idea?” I ask.

      His eyes dip down to my legs. I chose a skirt specifically for him and I’m sure he knows it. I shift and grip the side of my chair as the pearls move over my clit. Dear god, this is going to be a long session. Hunter lets out a slow, controlled breath as his eyes focus on my legs.

      “Are you wearing-”

      “Hunter, you know the rules of our session. We remain impartial to one another while here and stay professional,” I say.

      He licks his bottom lip. “I believe you infringed on that this time.”

      “So, you’re getting married and that’s bringing your family together. I believe that’s the topic we left on last time,” I say while trying to force a calm.

      “I did say that.” He rubs his bottom lip. He adjusts. “I’m less concerned about the marriage itself. I know my fiancée can be wild, but she thinks things out so well ... most of the time.”

      His eyes focus on me again as I adjust and try not to moan. Hunter crosses his legs. “I’m more concerned about the pressures that come with marriage.”

      “I see. Do you have specific pressures in mind?”

      “My mother seems to believe that babies are necessary in marriage. She talked with my fiancée about it, but she’s also been talking to me about it,” Hunter says.

      My hand trembles and I swallow. “Really? That could be stressful, considering your relationship with your mother.”

      “She doesn’t get to tell me to have children,” he says, forgetting all about the flirting. “She wasn’t around. She was a mother for a few years, then left. How can she tell me that they’re necessary, especially considering the business I’m in? It’s the same business she ran away from!”

      “Hunter-” I try.

      “I’m serious. She can’t just put all her wishes on me and Chase. That’s not fair to us. I mean, she’s trying to make our lives like the one she ran away from. It’s like she wants our fiancée to leave us just like she did, even though everything’s different. Valerie isn’t my mother and ...” he stops and sinks in his chair.

      “When will it be too much for her? When my father gives her a weapon as a wedding present? When she realizes that enemies are just going to keep piling up? When I suggest a plan that makes her bait? And if she doesn’t leave, when is she going to lose the parts of her that make her so wonderful? How far can a person be pushed before they break?”

      He takes a few breaths, and I let him calm while taking a few notes. I lift my head and meet his eyes as I shift. I almost curse at the stupid pearls. This whole idea was stupid. Hunter takes his counseling sessions seriously even if he doesn’t like to admit it.

      “Are you talking about your fiancée or you, Hunter?”

      He pegs me with a look I can’t escape from. “What are you talking about?”

      “We’ve talked about how you dislike your father and you hate the way he controls you. We’ve talked about your brother being named head of the business. We’ve talked about your mother leaving. It’s natural that you may want to leave too. Do you consider running away? Do you worry about breaking under everything you see and do?”

      “No, I ...” he trails off.

      “It’s okay to admit that,” I encourage. “Everything you say here is only between us.”

      Hunter looks at his fingers for a long while. “I know I’m good at what I do. Chase still relies on me for some things, but I don’t want to be around death anymore. I don’t know how much more I have in me. It’s the weakest thing I’ve ever said. And I can’t say it because it means I’m not cut out for the job and the job is the only thing I know.”

      “How do you feel saying all this?” I ask.

      His eyes flick up to mine. “I feel like I’m not a man. If I can’t protect my fiancée, if I can’t trust myself and my strength, I’m not good enough to exist.”

      I hold up my finger, go to my desk and take a few breaths. “Do I need to be concerned about that?”

      “Are you asking as-”

      “As your counselor,” I say in a wavering voice.

      “No,” he shakes his head. “My fiancée would tie me down and give me a lecture about how much of a man I am. That feeling emotions is human and running from the emotions won’t fix anything.”

      I nod once and sit back down. Hunter rubs his jaw. “Everyone has a breaking point and considering I’m in a relationship with three other people–even if it’s just three of us sharing one woman–I can’t help but wonder if one of us is going to crack.”

      “I see.”

      “Lief is already retiring and I’m so damn jealous. He gets to be with her, gets to be alive without dealing out punishments and ... I don’t want to be my father, I don’t want to be my mother, but how do I know what path to choose?”

      “You know what path to choose, Hunter,” I say with confidence.

      “You’re just saying that because-”

      “Because I believe it. You have continued with counseling to be a better person. You are always protecting and supporting those around you. Maybe it’s time to look at what you want. You deserve a future of your own, one that makes you feel whole and complete. Give that to yourself. Don’t back away from it.”

      “I don’t know,” he snorts.

      “What’s stopping you from doing online schooling? What’s stopping you from exploring every hobby you love and sharing it with those around you? Nothing,” I insist. “Only you. There is more to life than supporting the dreams of others. When it comes down to it, you deserve to have selfish moments–moments where you invest in you and the future you want,” I insist.

      He nods.

      We continue on that train of thought for the rest of the session. When I wrap up, Hunter grabs my hips and pulls me against him. I gasp and put my hands against his chest. “Hunt, we can’t-”

      “You put your underwear in my pocket, I know you have that damn pearl-chain underwear on, and your passion ... how the hell am I supposed to keep my hands off you?” He growls.

      I whimper. “You don’t know-”

      He slides his knee between my legs, backing me up to my desk, and I can’t help but grind on him. I whimper and Hunter kisses me. His tongue in my mouth, the love in his kiss has me so dizzy, I don’t realize his hand is under my skirt until he tightens the pearls over my clit.

      “Oh, I know you too well, Dorogaya.” He keeps playing with the panties until I’m riding the edge of an orgasm. I know we’re not supposed to do this here. I could get in trouble, so much trouble, but I whine against his chest and Hunter nods. “I know you want to come.”

      “So much,” I rasp. “But I need you inside me for that.”

      “When’s your next appointment?” he demands.

      “An hour.”

      Hunter pushes my skirt up over my hips and sets me on my desk. I pull at his pants as he continues kissing my neck. His other hand cups my breast through my shirt and I barely hide my moan. He shoves my legs apart with his free hand, then thrusts inside me.

      I shudder and grip him hard. “Hunter, you feel so good. In so many ways. Such a good man.”

      “You make me better,” he growls against my lips before kissing me and continuing to play with the pearls. He groans. “These are my new favorite underwear.”

      “This is naughty,” I rasp.

      “It’s the only right way to use your new desk,” he argues while pushing me down. I sit right back up. I want to feel him, to touch him as much as possible.

      Hunter groans and moves with me. It’s desperate, needy, overwhelming. I can’t get enough. I try to push my orgasm down, try to control myself, but Hunter bites my bottom lip and meets my eyes. “Come now.”

      I bite his throat as I come apart, letting the ecstasy rip through me and carry me somewhere far away. He groans and pulls out, stroking his cock while panting. I drop to my knees and suck him into my mouth.

      “Fuck, Valerie,” he hisses, while gripping my hair.

      I give him everything he needs, licking, sucking, teasing him with soft flicks of my tongue until he comes apart, filling my throat as he braces himself on the desk behind me and grinds into my throat.

      Drawing back, I swallow, then let Hunter help me up. He puts me back together and walks toward the door, but I catch his shirt and draw him back to me. “I meant it, Hunter. Hobbies are good–the non-lethal kind–and they can do a lot for you. You are one of the best men I know and you deserve to feel happy and whole.”

      He kisses me. “You’re going to join me reading soon.”

      “Reading, doing reenactments of wars or battles, watching documentaries. We can do it all. We can even learn how to build miniature models together,” I promise.

      Hunter presses his forehead to mine. “I love you, dorogaya.”

      “I love you too, Hu-”

      My phone rings, then the speaker echoes around us. “You have an emergency appointment with a new client. You’re the only one free. Can I send him in?”

      Hunter moves under my desk without question. I hear something click and roll my eyes. He hid the gun in his boot. Of course. I press a button on the intercom. “Yes, send him in.”

      I make myself presentable, adjust my hair, then open the door. The ice cold blue eyes staring down at me, the no-nonsense look on his face doesn’t spell out ‘emotional crisis’.

      “Hello?” I ask.

      “Ah, the Volkov to be,” he says before shutting the door hard.

      Fuck.
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      Fuck times ten. This isn’t what we planned for. We should have still had time. Why didn’t any of us think of an ‘emergency’ appointment? Valerie knows they happen, but maybe she’d never been assigned one before she got her doctorate?

      I pull out my phone as quietly as possible and text Lief what’s going on. He’ll take care of telling Chase. I put my phone on silent, then airplane mode when I consider the possibility of an alert or something coming through and bypassing that.

      I take a few breaths as I hold my gun in my hand.

      “Hello. I’m Valerie,” Valerie replies, cool and calm as ever. “I believe you’re my emergency client. Let’s sit down and talk.”

      “Oh, you’re too smart for that, aren’t you?” the man snorts. “You know why I’m here. You and I are going to leave together and then I’m going to get what I want from the Volkov men. I’ll have what they’ve owed me multiple times over.”

      “I’m not familiar. I also don’t think going to another location is very safe. If I leave, I’m sure my staff will tell Chase. He’s been devoted to visiting me at lunch,” Valerie says, not missing a beat, doesn’t sound alarmed, isn’t panicking at all.

      If she wasn’t in immediate danger, I’d be falling in love with her all over again.

      “Then let’s get introduced and we can leave together, as friends. Perhaps once you know what you’re marrying into, you’ll see why it’s smart to walk away with me,” the man barters.

      “Talking is in the job description. Please, sit.”

      I hear them both sit and a rustle of clothing. The man keeps his voice low. “This is just to make sure we understand each other. I don’t want you running out of the office screaming and making a lot more work for me.”

      “I’d never jeopardize other patients or my colleagues,” Valerie says.

      He’s got a gun on her. Shit.

      I turn off airplane mode, read the text from Lief saying he’s on his way, and tell him there’s a gun on Valerie. Back to airplane mode. It’s not the first time she’s been face to face with death. Hell, she’s had worse odds in the past and lived.

      “Can we start with a name?” Valerie asks.

      “You don’t need to take notes.”

      “I do if this is to be considered a real appointment, sir,” she counters. I click the recording device on her desk as well. It’ll be good evidence for later. “You know my name, and what is a first name going to do to change this dynamic in the room?”

      “Yuri,” he answers.

      I cover my mouth to hide the sound. Sven had ensured that Yuri was dead. He’d mourned, we’d all mourned someone so young dying. How is he alive? How is he sitting right there?

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You’ve heard of me?” He asks.

      “Not at all. I try to keep myself out of my fiancée’s business unless I’m requested to profile someone. It’s rare,” Valerie answers.

      “Not rare enough, considering you’ve led to the fall of the Italian mafia. Senior Mr. Volkov tried to end that line for years and you do it in a matter of months, half of which you were on vacation,” Yuri hisses.

      He calls her a slur in Russian and scoffs.

      “I don’t appreciate that kind of language in my office,” Valerie answers in Russian. “We’ll be civil, or I’ll be forced to make this a little more uncomfortable for you.”

      Yuri doesn’t answer, so Valerie continues. “Would you like to talk about what brought you into my office?”

      “You,” he states.

      “I see. Well, I’d be happy to discuss anything. It all remains confidential, of course, or I’d lose my license.” I know that’s a hint at me, but I roll my eyes.

      “I got out of the mafia with help. There was no other way but death. From the outside, it’s obvious how terrible it is. How do you endorse it?”

      “I’m not the focus of our time together. If they believed you were dead, why not live out your life and enjoy what you’ve gained, Yuri?” she asks.

      I take a slow breath. I want to grab him, shake him, tell him he’s doing everything wrong.

      “They have no problem killing their own, feeding guns to the streets so gangs can destroy lives. I give you credit, Valerie, for taking care of the Italians. They were doing the same, but you keep ignoring the Russian mafia. Is it because you’re emotionally tied?” Yuri argues.

      She laughs once. “Not at all. Things are changing since Senior Mr. Volkov has stepped aside. There are new standards and expectations.”

      “Some things will always be the same. Racketeering, taking money from those barely able to pay their bills, stealing people who can’t do anything for themselves and forcing them into the mafia where their lives are meaningless, helping the big businesses stay out of hot water when they should be dismantled, how can you sleep at all?”

      Valerie’s silent for a long while. “Yuri, there are many problems in the world, systemic from the environment to the people. Anger, frustration, sadness, grief, it all-”

      “You don’t know shit about grief! Everyone I loved died. Because of Mr. Volkov or because of what he ordered them to do! I barely lived! I was in the hospital for over a year. In a coma. If I wouldn’t have woken up when I did, I’d be dead. My mother she ... she had a heart attack when she heard my father couldn’t stand it. He ... The Volkovs are devils and you’re letting them run around while being painted as a fucking angel. You’re worse than them.”

      “Am I?” she asks.

      “Da,” he says, and I hear a gun click.

      “Patience is important in this conversation, Yuri,” Valerie says, another obvious point to me.

      I grit my teeth. She’s going to overplay her hand one day. I check in with Lief. He’s still five minutes away. Too much can happen in that amount of time. If I don’t do something-

      “You don’t even flinch?” Yuri asks.

      “It’s not the first time someone’s wanted to kill me. It’s not the first time they’ve gone for me instead of my men. Hell, maybe I deserve it for abandoning my family and living my best life. Maybe I deserve it for trying to change the mafia instead of ripping it out by the root,” Valerie’s unflustered.

      “I don’t have to kill you. I can maim you. I can do so much worse and let you live. Then you’ll see the monsters the mafia makes,” Yuri snarls.

      “Life makes monsters, not mafias,” she counters.

      There’s a long stretch of silence, then a shaky breath. Yuri huffs. “You don’t know a goddamn thing!”

      Valerie grunts and hisses. There’s a thud and she groans. “Not a critical hit.”

      “That’s a warning,” Yuri snarls. “Not to lie to me.”

      “You think the only monsters in the world are in organized crime?” She spits out. “What are you, a cop?”

      No answer. That means yes. Yuri’s breath trembles. “We do things. Fix things and help people. Make the bad ones pay.”

      “The good police officers do. But how many abusers get away? How many millionaires pay to avoid the system? How many officers are questioned, slapped with charges, every year? It’s not organized crime that makes people bad, it’s life. It’s individual decisions,” Valerie whispers.

      “Shut up! You don’t know what they did to-”

      “So tell me,” she says. “Tell me what the Volkovs did. Tell me what the world did to justify you doing the same to other people. If you’re determined to get your revenge and nothing can stop you, so be it, but if you can’t admit to yourself what brought you here, that means there’s more to deal with than just trauma, doesn’t it?”

      I hold my breath as I roll onto my hands and knees. My gun cocked, ready to go. I peek under the desk, then find the area that I hollowed out for a better view. There’s Yuri. He’s older, that’s for sure. His blonde hair is shaved on the sides and kept short on the top. He has a slight beard coming in, the same sharp blue eyes, but he looks like a normal man now.

      Other than the gun shaking in his hand and the way he’s looming over Valerie, who’s now on the floor.

      “You can’t be trusted.”

      “I don’t trust you either,” she grits out, a ballsy move considering she’s supposed to be calming him down. She sits the chair back up and sits between me and Yuri. He settles. And she nods. “Neither of us are stupid, Yuri.”

      “No,” he agrees.

      “So let’s both be honest with each other. I don’t like what my fiancés do for a living. I think they are tempting death to take them. I don’t like the various businesses and deals the mafia has their fingers in. I’ve talked about it with Hunter and Chase. They don’t like it either and they want to make changes. I’m betting it’s because they had to watch kids, just like you, die.”

      Yuri doesn’t answer right away.

      “I don’t want more to die. I don’t want anyone dead. If I had my way, war, battles, violence would just evaporate and people would talk to fix things instead of killing their target so they can’t be proven wrong or get better,” Valerie says.

      Yuri stands and cocks the gun, putting it to Valerie’s forehead. “I’m not wrong.”

      She says nothing, just stares at him. I aim at his leg. But if I do that and he squeezes the trigger, Valerie’s dead. I have to get his gun off her first.

      “You should sit down, Yuri,” she says. “We were having a pleasant conversation, and I’d rather not have that change.”

      “This isn’t pleasant! You’re just as bad as they are! Why don’t you see reason? It’s right there!” He demands, raising his voice.

      “You will lower your voice when you speak to me or this will not go the way you want it to,” Valerie warns with all the hiss of a rattlesnake.

      “Fuck you,” he snarls.

      “If you want to continue this session, you will sit down, stow your gun, and speak to me, or-”

      “You should stop telling me what to do,” he snarls. “You don’t get it. You’re a pawn. You’re moved around based on their orders and nothing-”

      Valerie moves fast, moving his arm so the gun fires into the wall. He gets out a shout as she brings his arm over her knee, breaking it. I hear the crack even from where I’m standing. Yuri lets out a scream, but Valerie kicks him in the balls. When he stumbles for the gun, she grabs the chair, breaks it over his back, then pins him to the ground with his hand over his back and under her ass. She sits there, one heel digging into his thigh with his hand at an awful angle.

      I keep the gun on him. “Dorogaya?”

      “Told you I can handle things,” she says to me.

      Yuri gapes at me. “No, you ... you left! You-”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Valerie snarls, grabbing his head and shoving it into the carpet.

      The door is forced open and her boss comes in. Valerie pants, shaking, eyes watery, blood dripping from her temple and her mouth. She spits it on him.

      “Dr. Leigha, can you please call the police?” Valerie asks.

      “Yes, Yes.”

      “Lief is here,” I comment.

      “You ... but you-”

      “Hunter is an experienced body guard,” Valerie dismisses. “The police, please.”

      “You stupid little-” Yuri says.

      Valerie pops two fingers out of place, silencing him. She lifts her leg and drives her heel into his thigh. He can’t even make a sound at that pain. She pants in Russian. “I’m not a fucking pawn. I’m a goddamn queen.”
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      The police pack Yuri up and I play the part of the teary, scared psychologist attacked by a patient. They look at his gun, my head, and then I’m shepherded over to paramedics. Dr. Leigha stays by my side as the paramedics check out my head.

      “I’d say something about you treating your fiancée and him being in your room, but with everything ...” Leigha shakes her head.

      “I’ve been treating him and he’s a very reserved, high-profile person. He doesn’t trust easily,” I say before whining as something’s poured over my head.

      “You’re going to need a few stitches, miss,” the paramedic says.

      “Won’t bandages work?” I ask.

      “No, but it will be a quick visit to the hospital,” he assures me.

      “Am I in trouble?” I ask Leigha.

      “No. You’re absolutely not. You took him down and protected the rest of the building. Just don’t allow your patients to stay after their session,” she says, giving me a sharp look.

      I nod. Obviously, I can’t explain everything, so I’ll take her implying that we were being naughty - which we were. Hunter’s still being questioned by the police when I’m pulled into the ambulance, but Lief bullies his way in.

      He looks at me, looks at the bruise on my leg from where I broke Yuri’s arm and sighs. “Viper, you’re as capable as ever.”

      “Just had to wait for him to get worked up and distracted. Your training taught me that,” I say, trying to blink away the headache.

      Lief rubs my hand. I lace our fingers together and switch to Russian. The paramedics don’t get wind of things. “Hunter recorded the session with Yuri. Make sure Chase gets that, and it’s removed from the office records.”

      “I will,” he says, assuring me.

      I still hear a ringing in my ear and shake my head slightly. “Yuri was on the police force. Possibly not working alone.”

      “Hey,” Lief moves closer to me. “I don’t care about business right now. I care about you.”

      I sniff as the events catch up with me. I don’t know when I got so good at faking being fine, at pretending to be strong. I volunteered as bait. I knew Hunter was there. And I knew the desk must have some extra features considering my men gave it to me, but.

      “I’m going to faint,” I warn Lief.

      He nods. “You’re safe. Pass out.”

      “What? Don’t tell her that!” A paramedic yells.

      But then I’m out.

      When I wake up, Chase is holding my hand tight and Lief is standing at the foot of my bed, glowering at a doctor. I’ve done that. I’ve bullied doctors for my men. I groan. My body feels like it weighs double and my vision is weird. Chase moves and strokes my hair from my face.

      “There you are, baby doll.”

      “I’m fine. Just knocked around,” I mumble.

      “You can hear okay?” He asks.

      I nod. “One ear is kind of faint.”

      “The shot damaged your ear drum. You got four stitches and your jaw is pretty bruised from the hit. You have a concussion too,” Lief informs me.

      “Two hits. That’s all he got,” I sigh.

      Chase shakes his head. “Now we have to postpone engagement photos.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Hunter says as he barrels in. He turns my chin to look at my wounds. “You told me to wait twice. I could have killed him. I could have finished it before he touched you.”

      “Or he would have shot us both,” I murmur. “I had to wait until he wasn’t scanning the room. Had to get him focused on me so we could do something.”

      Hunter kisses me softly, then my forehead, my cheek, my bruised jaw–which makes me hiss- and my neck. “You scared me, dorogaya. Let me be me next time.”

      “You did everything right, Krolik,” I say. “That’s why we’re both here.”

      He shakes his head. “Yuri’s being held for assault with a deadly weapon and attempted murder. You’re going to have to testify. He may try to bring up information about the mafia.”

      “He’d be stupid to do that,” Lief murmurs.

      “Did you listen to the recording ... wait, that got taken before-” I panic.

      “You still have a job, baby doll,” Chase says. “Hunter took care of that before he spoke to the police.”

      I relax a little. “Hunter, you nearly got me fired. We can’t do any more hanky-panky in the office.”

      He nods and kisses my forehead again, brushing my hair back from my face. “Never again if it leads to that.”

      “You’re not supposed to do it at all,” Chase grumbles.

      I squeeze Chase’s hand. “Are you okay, baby boy?”

      “Stop worrying about me,” Chase orders. “All three of us are worried about you and only you right now. After everything ...” he takes a sharp breath. “I’d rather you work online. Get out of the fucking office. Stop going out in public. Let me just put you into a-”

      “We’re not doing a safe house again. It was fun the first time around, but I almost went crazy and holy fuck, my head hurts,” I whine, almost touching it.

      Hunter catches my hand and shakes his head. “Nope. Don’t touch there.”

      After more huffing and doctors checking in only to be glowered at by Lief, I’m released. Lief picks me up, refusing the wheelchair. Hunter takes care of the paperwork and Chase walks with us.

      “We don’t want you out of the house again anytime soon, Valerie,” Chase says.

      I wave my hand. “I have work tomorrow.”

      “No,” Lief says. “Your boss gave you the rest of the week off. They have moved all your appointments. Right now, the counseling office is an active crime scene.”

      I grumble about that all the way home. What I don’t expect is for my mother and Tristan to be there. Lief sets me on the couch. He kisses my palm and pulls my hand to his cheek. “No more danger.”

      “Sure, as soon as you three stop getting involved in it,” I breathe. “I love you, Viking.”

      “I’ll make you food.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      Hunter sits beside me, rubbing the back of my neck and keeping my hair to the side with a terribly done braid. Chase kisses me, then deals with calls, sounding more demanding and intense than I’ve ever heard him.

      My mother sits on my other side and looks at my head. “Oh, Valerie.”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, still not pleased with her reappearance in my life.

      Her eyes water. “Just like when you were twelve.”

      I blink a few times, and Tristan shakes his head. “Mom, we shouldn’t..”

      “Your dad was so mad at me and instead of running away, you got in the way and you ...” Mom shakes her head. “My poor little girl.”

      My own eyes water. I can’t believe she remembers that night. That was when I started planning my escape. I started looking at safety shelters for us to go to. I started searching for everything. My mother kisses my head.

      “I’m so sorry, Val. If I would have left. If I.. Why did I stay? Why did I make you stay, why did-”

      “It’s okay, Mom,” I whisper. “Dad didn’t do this.”

      “He could have done so much worse,” she whimpers. “You shouldn’t be so calm. Why aren’t you afraid, why aren’t you ...” she can’t seem to string a sentence together.

      “Mom, why don’t we go get Val’s meds?” Tristan offers. “I bet they have the ice cream she likes and plenty of water, which we know she’ll need with these pills, right?”

      Mom nods, kisses my cheek and ignores me, pulling back, before hurrying off with Tristan. I don’t know what to make of that. Hunter adjusts me, pulling me onto his lap. “Why aren’t you scared, falling apart, pushing us away, anything?”

      “Because if I’m not strong, who will be? I have to calm my mom down, I have to ... I have to go back to work and help people. Plus, if I cry or freak out, that asshole wins,” I say in a rush. “It happened and I just have to ... I have to move on.”

      Hunter shakes his head and kisses me softly. “Someone told me it’s okay to be selfish and to focus on yourself.”

      “Yeah, well, you focus on you and I’ll focus on you too,” I grumble.

      Lief prepares a huge lunch and everyone eats. Tristan has mom talk to the guys and keeps the conversation away from me. I’m still nauseous despite taking my medicine. Food just isn’t settling right.

      Before I know it, I’m nodding off. I groan and try to make my eyes work, try to make myself see the table and pay attention to the conversation. Instead, I’m picked up. I groan. “Why?”

      “Come sleep with me, baby doll,” Chase asks. “Do it for me. I can’t sleep without you beside me right now.”

      “Well, if it’s for you,” I sigh.

      Chase wraps around me and I give in to the exhaustion, but sleep isn’t comfortable. It’s not kind. It’s not refreshing.

      Yuri has a gun against me as I walk down the aisle to marry Chase. Blood keeps dripping onto my dress and I collapse into Chase’s arms. Yuri, Sven, Stefon all appear and kill my men, kill Mr. Volkov, take out my brother and Sophie.

      There’s death everywhere, blood spreading towards me. Yuri’s voice caresses me as I choke on the blood.

      “You’re queen of nothing.”

      I feel the cold metal against my head and just as the click of the gun tells me it’s been fired, I wake up with a scream.

      Chase shoots up, gun in hand. “What?”

      I flinch away from him, only able to see the gun until I back into another hard body. Two arms wrap around me, then the door is thrown open. Another soft scream leaves my throat as I try to get away.

      Hunter jerks the gun from Chase’s hand and points at me. Lief turns me in his arm and cups my face between his hands. He takes slow breaths while holding me against his chest. My heartbeat slows to match his pace and my breathing eases.

      “It was a nightmare, dorogaya. You’re safe with us,” Hunter says, assuring me, rubbing my back and kissing my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry I scared you,” Chase replies, moving closer as our eyes meet. “I’m so sorry. I thought it would be safer sleeping with a gun. The safety’s on, but ...”

      “No guns in the bedroom from now on,” Hunter decides.

      “Or knives,” Lief agrees.

      “Just us, baby doll. Just us,” Chase promises.

      “Just us,” I parrot back, digging my nails into Lief.

      They get me settled back between them, but I can’t stop seeing our happy day ruined. They have so many enemies. There are so many problems with the future. If we make it through the wedding, how can we be sure that some assassin or sniper, or police officer isn’t going to take us in on our honeymoon?

      How can we be sure that we’re going to have longer than tonight when the name ‘Volkov’ brings everyone with bloodlust out. The name is a target.

      The name changes everything. I’m strong on my own and with my men. I know that. But my friends, our future, a family ... is all of that off the table now? Can I even work without putting other people in jeopardy?

      A new need rolls in my stomach, making me sick. I need to talk to Vanya again. Vanya and the other wives. I have to figure out how to survive this without getting more blood on my hands.

      Especially when I think back to how I had Yuri. I had him right there and if the door hadn’t opened; I know–know without a shadow of a doubt–I would have slit his throat.

      Is surviving this life worth it if I become the monster people fear?
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      The next two days, Valerie doesn’t leave the house at all. She just makes herself busy. Insists on doing all the laundry, deep cleaning the house, then sets her eyes on our bed. She wants to go through all the sheets.

      On Monday, I find her standing on her toes to put wet sheets in the drier. Candles fill the house with warm scents, so beautiful and bright that I forget it’s winter.

      “Son of a-” she hisses.

      I walk behind her and slide my hands over her arms. She jumps slightly and sighs. “Chase.”

      “Is it that obvious it’s me?”

      “You smell like you,” she mumbles. “Always with a bit of clean soap smell.”

      I kiss her cheek. “Can I help with chores? You make cleaning look fun.”

      “What?”

      I keep forgetting she’s slightly deaf. I raise my voice and repeat myself. She nods. “Okay.

      When she insists on sweeping and mopping, I turn on the radio and bust out socks. I slide across the floor while showing off my best dance moves and turning the broom into a guitar. She smiles, then laughs before using the mop handle as a microphone.

      I pull her away from the mop and dance with her and the broom. She laughs and presses her lips to my chest. “You’re horrible.”

      “Silly isn’t horrible,” I argue.

      “Definitely not.” She stands on my feet to kiss me. “I love when you’re silly and don’t hold back.”

      I want to promise her we’ll have plenty more moments like this, but at the same time, I know the terrible moments will not disappear. With my job and life, I know we won’t have more than brief moments of quiet.

      “You don’t know this song?” She asks.

      “Hmm?”

      “You stopped dancing,” she hints.

      I spin her again, and we dance before cleaning the floors. Once we finish, Valerie and I collapse on the couch, laying across each other. She plays with my fingers. “I want to talk to your mom.”

      “That’s out of nowhere.”

      “I need to know how to survive in this life, Chase. I can throw psychology at it all the time, but that doesn’t mean that I’m fit for it. I know I’m meant for you three, but the mafia ...”

      I adjust, lifting her so her head rests on my shoulder. I move her hair to see her stitches and the bruise. I kiss the bruise and sigh. “I understand.”

      “This isn’t me calling off the wedding, ending the engagement, nothing like that. I’m not running from you three. I just need to ... pad my armor, I guess. If I get more information, I can do that better.”

      “You’re too mature for your age, stop that,” I huff.

      She smiles. “I don’t want anymore nightmares about us all dying on our wedding day. I don’t want to worry every time you three are gone. I don’t want to retreat to safe houses just to feel secure.”

      “Baby doll,” I croon.

      “I already feel so alone. I can’t tell anyone about the way your work stresses me out. I’m in it alone. The mafia wives just don’t bother to find out what’s going on and enjoy the perks. Half don’t even like their husbands. The others have just adjusted to it,” she murmurs. “I almost told Sophie at the party.”

      “It wouldn’t be the worst thing. Holden knows what we do and I have a feeling Sophie can keep a secret,” I admit. “Lief won’t like it.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Neither will Hunter.”

      “No, he won’t.” I agree.

      “But right now, I’ll just meet with Vanya. She’s my mother-in-law and I’m more than allowed to talk to her,” Valerie sighs.

      The drier dings, and she jumps up. “Let’s go make the bed.”

      “Or ruin it,” I tease.

      She giggles and pulls out as many sheets as she can as I pinch her ass. She squeaks and shoves the sheets at me before grabbing the duvet and trying to run upstairs. I grunt. “Don’t fall!”

      She doesn’t. instead, she’s waiting for me on the bed. We play a kind of tug of war over the bed as we put on the fitted sheet, then I pull the flat sheet on over Valerie. She squeaks and struggles under it, until I join her and pull her against me, kissing her.

      Valerie softens against me, and I rub down her back, pulling her closer. She hums against my mouth, kisses me deeper and rubs herself against me. The sheet settles around us, filtering the sunshine until we’re bathed in blue light.

      “I love you, Chase,” she breathes.

      “I love you so much,” I say as I roll on top of her. “Whether you’re taking down assholes, using your brain to help people, or just playing around with me.”

      She strokes my cheek and hugs me. I hug her back until she tickles me. I gasp and grab her hands. “What are you doing?”

      “We’re getting too serious. We’re supposed to be silly,” she teases.

      We roll around, picking and poking at each other, teasing until somehow the bed gets made. Housework doesn’t seem like housework when we’re doing this together.

      After we finish cleaning up, Valerie settles with me on the couch as I put something I think she’ll like on T.V. She rubs my abs and moves closer. “I enjoy having you at home.”

      “I’m trying to make sure I can be here more,” I promise.

      “Well, if all I have to do is get knocked around, maybe I’ll have to join a fight club, then you’ll stay right here,” she teases.

      “Absolutely not. Since I will not fuck you until those stitches are out,” I say, then look at the green edges of the bruise on her jaw. “Your bruise still looks bad.”

      “He bruised it to the bone. Of course it looks bad,” she snorts.

      “I could get someone into his prison cell and-”

      “No. If you kill him, you validate him. We’re going to make sure nothing bad happens to him, not by our hand,” she says, taking my hand. “I didn’t kill him even though I wanted to, that means you don’t get to either.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but Lief comes home. He walks right to Valerie, leaving the door open and kisses her. He cups the back of her neck, drawing out each kiss until she moans and leans against him.

      When she draws back, he shows her a box and sits beside me. “I wanted to get you something.”

      “Lief,” she says with a sigh. “You know I’m not big on jewelry or..” she opens the box and stares at the iridescent knife there. After blinking a few times, she looks back at Lief. “It’s beautiful.”

      “I had it sharpened as well. Don’t put this one on your thigh, it might cut you viper,” he says.

      “I’m sure one of you would kiss it better,” she says with tears in her eyes, taking it out and enjoying it.

      I shake my head slightly. “No flowers for our fiancée?”

      “Flowers die. Knives can be sharpened,” Lief argues.

      “Yeah, but it’s not very romantic,” Hunter says as he comes in. “And we need to romance our woman more often.”

      “Krolik, what are you doing back there?”

      He shuts the door and walks in with a bag. He sets it in front of her. “Since I know you’ve been frustrated not being at work this week, I wanted to give you these.”

      Valerie shakes her head. “I get injured Chase stays home and you two spoil me with gifts. You know that’s not why I’m with you.”

      “No, you’re with us because no one else measures up to your ambition, drive, and lethality,” Hunter growls before kissing her. “Open your present.”

      She pulls the bag away and gasps. “Books?”

      “Some of them have tests where you get to diagnose the person based on the information there. Some have some experimental treatment plans and how to carry them out. Also, I threw in a romance one so you can get more ideas on what you’d like us to try.”

      Valerie sucks her bottom lip. “You three don’t get to spoil me like this. I’m supposed to spoil you.”

      “Did any of our dates give you that idea?” I ask.

      She blushes. “I mean, on the yacht, I did-”

      I cover her mouth and wink. “That’s for us and us alone. But we’re going to have to relive that.”

      “Promises,” she moans, kissing me.

      “I should have gotten you something,” I murmur.

      “You did. We got a whole day enjoying each other, baby boy. Quality time is all I want from all of you. It’s a gift when I know how busy you are.”

      I shake my head. “Since when are you so sweet?”

      She gapes. “I’m always sweet!”

      “Not always,” Lief says with a smile. “I think Yuri and a number of others would disagree.”

      “Yuri was ...” she takes an unsteady breath, then shakes her head.

      Hunter takes Valerie’s hands and pulls her up. “Dorogaya, you were right when you told him you’re the queen. On the chess board, in the mafia, in our life. We’re going to treat you accordingly.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t need to be a queen.”

      “Too bad, you are,” I snort.

      Lief insists on making dinner, but Valerie joins him. I nudge Hunter and he gives me a questioning look. “Yeah?”

      “I think we should make some wedding plans and surprise her with that,” I murmur.

      “Gunner did say that keeping the fun in the relationship and surprises keep a relationship good,” Hunter muses.

      “Well, we had plenty of fun today with chores,” I say. “But if we show that we’re invested in the relationship by making some wedding plans ... It could go a long way.”

      Hunter nods once. “Valerie, do you want a themed wedding? Gatsby or Victorian or something like that?”

      “No, I don’t want our guests to look silly in photos. But I would like a Victorian mansion or something for our wedding and reception. It will limit the guest list and it will be easier for security,” she answers.

      She squeals, and I’m sure Lief has his hands on her. She giggles and leans back against him. “You’re not allowed to work security that day.”

      “I’m well aware of that, pet,” Lief purrs. “What if all of us wear white and everyone else has to wear bright colors? We’ll stand out in photos and it will be a fun change of pace.”

      “I don’t know if I’m allowed to wear white,” Hunter murmurs. “I’m not very innocent.”

      “No, you’re thinking that you’re not allowed in a church,” I tease.

      Hunter puts me in a headlock, and we wrestle until I get the upper hand. “If our wife wants us to wear white, we will.”

      Valerie giggles and we both look over. She bites her lip as she looks over at us. “I don’t care. White, not white, full color. As long as all of us are there, we’re alive, happy, and uninterrupted. I want to be ‘wife’, not fiancée.”

      Lief groans and squeezes her. I grin. “You will be, baby doll.”

      “Screw it. Let’s elope,” Hunter growls. “Tonight. I make a call. We get a marriage license in Vegas.”

      Valerie winks at Hunter. “I think you just want the honeymoon.”

      “Fuck, I love you,” he groans, holding his heart.

      “We’re going to do this the right way, no eloping,” I say. “We can focus on the wedding now. No other hiccups. No other problems. Just us enjoying engagement and wedding planning.”

      “The dream,” Valerie sighs. “Nothing’s going to stand in our way.”
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      “I don’t mind staying home,” I say, even as I pull on a nice outfit.

      “Well, if you don’t mind staying home,” Hunter growls before jerking me against him while I’m still trapped in my shirt. I stumble and he laughs before pulling my head out. “I don’t mind staying here and watching you try on different bits of clothing until you give up and let me ravage you.”

      “You ...” I sigh and kiss him letting our tongues dance.

      Hunter pauses, keeping his lips together, but then he wraps his arms around me and deepens the kiss. I feel how much he loves me. His hands are gentle, touching me, cupping the back of my head as he drags out each kiss and takes his time.

      “I’ll ravage you,” he says, but his voice doesn’t have the conviction.

      “Go for it. I want it,” I say, encouraging him. “Strip me down, rip my clothes off me, fuck me harder than you ever have.”

      Hunter stares at me. I can tell he’s turned on since I can feel a certain large something poking my belly, but there’s hesitation all over his face. He clears his throat. “I mean, I could do that.”

      “You should,” I agree. “You haven’t touched me since the office.”

      He kisses me again and slides his hand up my shirt to cup my breast. “I was rough with you.”

      “So be rough again. Ravage me. Show me how carnal and wild you can be,” I dare him.

      He clears his throat, then kisses my neck while palming my breast. I smile and draw back before tapping his nose. “You won’t until I’m better, will you?”

      “I mean, it’s only fair. You denied me until I had doctor approval,” he huffs.

      “I could blow you.”

      “Valerie!” He yells as I grab for his pants.

      He flips me over and holds me down. I giggle. “Go ahead, I’m asking for it–.”

      He grabs at my leggings, dragging them down my legs as we watch one another. I still don’t think he’ll do it, but he tosses my pants to the side, looks me over, then gets up. “You should wear a skirt or a dress instead for easy access.”

      I spread my legs, showing my little thong. “I’m pretty easy access right now.”

      “If you don’t take advantage of our fiancée, I will,” Lief says from the doorway.

      Rolling over, I wiggle my ass at Hunter. He groans and swats my ass. “Get over here.”

      “Lief, I have a mouth too,” I insist.

      “I’ll enjoy watching ... for now,” he says, pulling up a chair. His thumb rubs over his bottom lip as Hunter jerks my panties down.

      He swats my ass again. “You’re not supposed to tempt me like this.”

      “You started it. Finish it,” I order. “I’m tired of being eye-fucked, but not fucked.”

      Hunter groans behind me. “How am I supposed to resist that?”

      “You’re not,” I say while reaching back and grabbing his arm to pull him over me. I nip his ear and switch to Russian. “Give me all of you, Krolik. You always take such good care of me. Don’t stop now.”

      He lets out a low growl and thrusts two fingers into me while kissing across my neck. He pulls at my shirt until I help him get it off. Before either of us can fumble with my bra, Lief’s in front of me.

      He pulls a knife out of his pocket and I lick my bottom lip while looking him over. Why is he dressed right now? He pulls my bra down and cuts right between the cups. I let out a throaty whine as he slices through the straps as well, making it useless.

      “Better,” he says.

      Hunter groans and fingers me faster while cupping my breast. He kisses across my shoulder, nipping at my skin as I pant and roll my hips against him. I whimper. “Naked. Now.”

      “That almost sounded like an order,” Chase says.

      Hunter pauses, and we both look back at Chase. Chase looks us over. “I believe I asked everyone to get ready to go to the mansion.”

      “This is better,” Hunter says before thrusting into me.

      My lips part and a soft moan leaves my throat. “So much better.”

      Chase shakes his head and grabs my wrists, dropping me to my elbows. “There’s a tax to pay for this kind of lateness, baby doll.”

      “Oh,” I moan as Hunter thrusts again, filling me perfectly. “What is it?”

      “Lief, I think you need to keep our demanding fiancée quiet before we end up here all night,” Chase says.

      “And you?” I rasp.

      He grins wickedly. “I’ll take care of spanking you for being so naughty.”

      “But, baby boy-”

      His hand comes down on my ass, and I moan. Hunter picks up the pace, sending waves of pleasure through me as my toes curl. Hunter’s lips brush my ear. “Next time, I’m having you all to myself.”

      I nod. Then Lief is in front of me, his cock free, his eyes so hot and eager, I can’t resist.

      “Fill your mouth, Valerie,” Chase orders.

      I lick across the head of Lief’s cock instead. Chase spanks me again. I whimper and obey. Lief slides across my tongue, then fills my throat so that my eyes roll back and I groan. As stupid as it is after being with my men for so long, I already feel like I’m going to come.

      Chase cups my breast, then pinches my nipple. I whimper, let out a soft whine, then give in. I come, every moan muffled by Lief. Chase spanks me again. “I didn’t give you permission to come.”

      “You did not,” Lief says before grabbing my hair in his fist. “And I know you can take more.”

      I give him a naughty smile and take all of him, even as I choke a little. Lief groans, his head falling back. The sound is so damn beautiful; I want to earn it again. He thrusts into my mouth at the opposite pace Hunter uses.

      They’re driving me so wild, I’m about to lose my mind all over again and they know it. I whimper, grip the sheets hard and rock back against Hunter, rolling my hips the way he likes before tensing my core.

      “Fuck, do that again,” Hunter orders.

      I whimper and obey. I love pleasing my men, love making them lose all control. So I squeeze my core every time Hunter fills me up, and I suck and lick Lief the way he likes. Lief groans and his fingers tighten in my hair, almost to the point of pain.

      Hunter comes first, pulling out in time to come on my ass. Lief is next, jerking me down until I’m sure I’m going to gag just to fill my throat with warmth. I hum as I sink to the bed, taking my time as I draw back.

      “Good girl,” Lief says.

      “Our good girl,” Hunter agrees. “Making me follow through with my teasing.”

      “You’re crazy if you think I’d pass up time with you just to get dressed,” I hum into Lief’s thigh.

      “Alright, up, dressed, and ready to go,” Chase orders. “Valerie, wear a skirt. I’m having you in the car.”

      “Demanding,” I grumble. “I thought you would not fuck me until my stitches came out.”

      He considers that. Then Lief lifts my chin. He checks my stitches and kisses the center of my forehead. “All in place.”

      “See, I’m fuckable,” I insist.

      Hunter wipes me down and kisses my lower back. “I don’t think anyone would ever disagree with that statement, dorogaya.”

      “In the car,” Chase says.

      Chase follows through, sitting in the back seat with me, then toppling me down. “No one outside of this car gets to see or hear you come.”

      I moan and fumble with his pants, desperate to have him. We’re cramped in the back seat, but it doesn’t matter. Having Chase wrapped around me, his soft voice in my ear telling me “you’re all I need in the world, baby doll” is enough to have me ready to go.

      When I get his pants down, Chase already has my skirt up, bunched between our hips. I pant and brush my lips across his. “Love me.”

      “Always,” he says, promising me, then wraps his arm around the back of my head and hikes my thigh over his hip as he slides into me. My lips part against his and he nods. “I want you to feel every inch of me.”

      “Yes.” I dig my nails into his shoulders. “I do!”

      “Save those two words for our wedding,” Hunter orders.

      Chase chuckles as I grin. Then he thrusts into me again. His arm protects my head from the car door as he sets a slow pace. I drag my fingers down Chase’s back and pull him tighter.

      “More! Give me more, baby boy.”

      “We’re in a car,” he points out.

      “You’re more than capable,” I insist before sucking his bottom lip. I draw back. “Don’t hold out on me. Ever.”

      He kisses me as he ups his pace. His fingers dig into my thigh and he jerks me closer, cupping my ass. I grind against him and I come apart. I yell into his neck before biting the same spot.

      Chase moans and loses his pace as he comes with me. I pant with him, kissing him, rubbing his back, then just holding him as the ride continues.

      “You should buckle up,” he whispers to me.

      “Why would I do that when you’re better than a seatbelt?” I ask.

      Chase brushes my hair from my face and looks into my eyes. “Are you happy with us, baby doll? Even with everything you’ve been through.”

      “If I wasn’t happy, I wouldn’t be here and I wouldn’t have said yes to the proposal. I’m here because I love the three of you. I want the three of you. No one and nothing can change that,” I say.

      Chase trembles, then just hugs me, holding me as I stroke through his hair. I kiss the top of his head. “I’m not going anywhere, baby boy. You got me, got the ring on me, and soon enough you’ll see me walking down the aisle to you.”

      He sighs. “You’re ... so perfect for us.”

      I smile and kiss the top of his head again. “And you three are perfect for me ... or as close as possible to perfect.”

      Chase lifts his head and cocks his eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      “Eh, I could take or leave the mafia business, but it’s you, and I don’t want a different Chase in my arms,” I say while squeezing him.

      He lights up, giving me a huge boyish smile that I want to savor.

      Lief looks back at us. “We’re almost at the mansion. I’d recommend getting dressed.”

      Chase and I get dressed before Lief pulls through security. By the time we get out of the car and into the rather gross, gray slush on the ground, we look put together. Lief pulls his coat around my shoulders, but Hunter takes my hand. Chase holds the door and we all stay close.

      Lief makes a few comments to some of the security, but then I hear female voices pouring out of the card room. I kiss Chase’s cheek. “Thank you, baby boy.”

      “You have an entire room of expertise waiting for you. Make the most of it while we figure out some ... things,” he answers.

      “Business things?” I guess.

      Hunter grins. “Sure, if you want to call it that.”

      I narrow my eyes. “It better not be dangerous things.”

      “Everything’s dangerous when we’re marrying a viper like you,” Lief purrs while kissing my bruise gently. “Play nice with the other wives.”
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      Valerie walks into the poker room, and the other wives greet her happily. They all want her attention and all want to praise her for how she handled Yuri. News travels fast here. Of course, none are worried about her injuries.

      They’re a mark of success as far as the mafia are concerned. I think about the audio I got to hear. Her confidence, her constant calm, those last words she said to Yuri echo in my ear and tighten my heart.

      A person as strong as Valerie is rare, and I can’t help but love her more for putting our training to work, for her lack of hesitation, and refusing to allow him to belittle her at any point. She is a goddamn queen.

      Hunter and I follow Chase into the conference room. Chase already has three laptops set up. “I figured while Valerie talks, we can look up wedding plans.”

      “This is what’s so important you rushed fucking our-”

      “Lief!” my mother calls.

      I turn and nod to her. She hugs me tight and I pat her back. “Mother.”

      “Roger and I were invited to help you three today.” Mother beams.

      “I figure they stayed married, so they did something right at their wedding,” Chase mumbles when I shoot him a look.

      Hunter rolls his eyes. “Didn’t bother to ask our father?”

      “They asked me,” Mr. Volkov says as he joins us. “The wedding needs to be constructed. No police presence and ample security.”

      “Of course,” I agree.

      “That’s the boring side. We need a venue, flowers, colors,” Mom insists while standing on her toes to pat my cheek. “My only son getting married. It should be a big affair.”

      “Do you have any idea what Valerie wants?” my father asks.

      We sit down and Chase looks over a few things. “She mentioned a Victorian manner for the house. There are a few for large groups, but I don’t think we need all that energy.”

      I search on my own and find a few options. “A winery looks promising. It has an earthy feel.”

      “What about the best lookout point in D.C.?” Hunter asks.

      “If her only focus was a Victorian feel, we should honor that,” my mother says.

      I glance at Mr. Volkov. He’s looking over Chase’s shoulder. He nods once. “That one would provide adequate security.”

      “The Meridian house,” Chase reports.

      I look at it and nod. Hunter agrees as well. “There are plenty of places for photos, a limited guest list.”

      “What about this?” Mom says before typing something in on my laptop. It brings up a beautiful venue with a small water pool, a number of rooms and the photographs are gorgeous. Couples have plenty of options. “The Larz Anderson House.”

      I nod once and the guys pull it up. Hunter whistles. “Love that gold filigree on the doors. It’s luxurious without being ridiculous.”

      “The reception area is perfect for a small number of people,” Chase agrees.

      Mr. Volkov pulls up another few things and nods. “Good for security.”

      “We have two options for Venues then,” I say.

      “And the venue can help decide the colors. With either of these venues, I wouldn’t recommend doing diamonds or gems in the décor. Of course, each venue offers its own with the views of the homes,” my father agrees.

      “You know about décor?” Chase asks.

      My mother pats his chest. “Of course he does. He does all the work inside our homes.”

      My phone buzzes as flower talk starts. I excuse myself to take the call since I know it’s the police. “Hello?”

      “Hello, we’re calling about the incident that happened at the clinic,” a man says. “Sir.”

      Ah, one of our people that we put on the police force. “Yes, an update?”

      “We’ve convinced the suspect to accept a guilty plea. There will be no case,” he reports.

      I glance at the time. “So quickly? Was it done by the books?”

      “It was. We showed that if he pursued a court case, his own dirty laundry would air and it wouldn’t do him any favors to be connected to our business. If anything, it would turn the jury against him further,” the man reports.

      “And?”

      “He signed a confession. Our business has been omitted. He claimed it was a prolonged psychological break. He had been sending death threats with no plans to back them up, but seeing Valerie and being forced to discuss the issues which challenged him made him snap,” the man reports.

      “I see. Anything else we need to be aware of?” I ask.

      He’s quiet for a long moment. “Sir ... there are concerns he will not serve his sentence. He’s on a mental health watch.”

      “Very well. Be sure he makes it to sentencing. What happens in prison is on him, but it’s best if he’s placed in protective custody because of his past,” I say.

      “Are you so concerned for the man who threatened us?” the officer growls. “He deserves to get what’s coming to him in prison. Many believed him dead and-”

      “And our boss has requested he lives. We are changing the way things are done. Would you like me to interrupt Mr. Volkov’s important business so he can clarify this?” I ask.

      Again, the man falls quiet. He clears his throat. “No, Sir. I will comply. Thank you for being so transparent.”

      “Thank you for following this through,” I state before hanging up.

      I walk back in and find Chase looking at his phone. “Valerie can get her stitches out tomorrow.”

      “Oh, wonderful,” my mother says.

      “We have handled the suspect. There will be no trial where Valerie will be involved,” I say.

      “Even better,” Hunter says, but there’s something dark in his eyes. “So he’ll be in prison soon.”

      Chase arches an eyebrow at me. I’m sure he didn’t cover his desire to keep Yuri alive with Hunter. The man betrayed us all by faking his death, but he’s suffered enough to balance the scales there. I nod once.

      “We will have no concern for our wedding,” I say.

      “Perfect. Now we just need Valerie’s bruise to clear and we can take engagement photos. Have you three thought about that?” My mother asks, looking between us.

      “I think we all want something different,” Chase says. “I mentioned Valerie and I doing them in a field–early morning with some fog–and being on a horse.”

      “The loving prince charming,” Hunter teases while elbowing Chase.

      Chase snorts and shoves him. “What did you want to do?”

      “I didn’t think about it. Something ridiculously classy, black tie. Honestly, the study here would be perfect for that. Books, her in a gown, me in a tux with suspenders,” Hunter grins.

      Chase kicks him. “Appropriate photos, Hunter.”

      “Of course. Of course,” he agrees. “What about you, Lief?”

      I think about it for a long moment. “Whatever Valerie wants.”

      “You must have an opinion, darling,” my mother whispers. “Something that shows the best of your relationship.”

      “Are the photos that we’ve taken and not shared too ... is that too easy?” I ask.

      Silence greets me, and Mr. Volkov shrugs. “I don’t understand this part. You make an announcement with all of you together and you’re done. No need for role playing or a big deal.”

      I glance into the poker room as cheers go up. I can see Valerie and, based on her smug smile, she just won. “I believe our fiancée will make enough in the game to pay for all of this, if that is the concern.”

      “That is not the concern,” Mr. Volkov says. “And we will not be making a public announcement of the wedding, to be clear. It will pull enemies out of hiding. Perhaps we should have it here.”

      “You want guests from outside the business to be here?” Chase asks, leveling his father with an even look.

      Mr. Volkov huffs.

      “You eloped with Vanya, it was necessary at the time to do it that way for safety,” Hunter says, measuring out each word. “We want to give Valerie everything. She will have one wedding with us.”

      “And her family will be attending?” My mother asks. “Her mother is so sweet, so proud of Valerie.”

      I exchange a look with Hunter and Chase. We’re all nervous about that. Things with Tristan have been going well, but Valerie’s mother is another matter. She didn’t approve of the relationship when we met, and even if she will speak well on Valerie’s behalf at the party; I doubt her feelings have changed.

      “Valerie’s father isn’t in the picture,” Chase says. “We will not invite him, make aware, or anything else.”

      Hunter agrees. “We’ll have to ask her about her mother.”

      “They seem so close,” my mother says while looking at me.

      “A girl with a good home life wouldn’t find comfort in men like these,” Mr. Volkov says. “Happy homes don’t breed the strength that Valerie has.”

      Hunter gapes at his father. “Are you complementing our fiancée?”

      “She is a very capable, level-headed woman. Again, I don’t like-”

      “That we’re all marrying her,” Chase mumbles while motioning for him to continue. “You’ve made your feelings clear.”

      “Only because it seems to increase the odds of fighting.” Mr. Volkov holds his hands up. “But yes, she is a good woman. Her father will not be attending. Who will walk her down the aisle?”

      I open my mouth, then shut it. We didn’t consider that. Sophia perhaps? No, she’ll be a bride’s maid. Perhaps her brother.

      “It seems we need your wife-to-be to discuss this,” Mr. Volkov says. “And knowing her attention to detail, she’ll want to have a say in this.”

      “Lief had an idea, and Valerie didn’t care one way or another.” Hunter points at me.

      “Yes, that the three of us and Valerie all wear white. Everyone else wears colorful clothing. Shirts, suits, dresses, whatever it may be,” I say.

      “That’s lovely! You four will stand out in every photo!” My mother gushes, hugging me. “Such a romantic, Lief.”

      I smile.

      “Vanya, will you join us?” Mr. Volkov asks.

      Vanya smiles and looks at Chase and Hunter. Hunter is still hesitant with her, but Chase beams right back. “We’ve started wedding planning!”

      “That’s wonderful, love,” she says. “They requested me to the card room.”

      “I make the requests here,” Mr. Volkov says. “I’m still ...”

      “I’m the boss now,” Chase clarifies. “As is Hunter.”

      “How cute,” Vanya laughs. “I’m going to go where I was asked to be. I’ll join in wedding planning soon enough.”

      My mother raises her phone. “I’ll keep you looped in.”

      “Of course, that group text is wonderful,” Vanya says with a light laugh before going to the poker room.

      I glance that way and see her stop next to Valerie. I smile. Our woman is making herself at home in our business and in our lives. Vanya’s dismissal of Hunter and Chase’s power is clear now.

      Valerie is the one in charge, and I don’t think any of us could argue. Sure, we can curb her excitement and her demands, but she’s done more in the mafia than anyone has in years. She’s created a shift that can’t be ignored.

      Beyond encouraging Hunter and Chase to lead the business down a better, less violent path, she’s taken out enemies without a weapon time and time again. She’s created a spark of hope among the wives and in the mansion that we can be better.

      She’s the boss, even if Chase has the title formally.

      My smile grows as I think of her being left out of our history because she’s so capable and strong she doesn’t need her legacy written or the acknowledgement associated with her place.
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      “Vanya,” Vera gushes. “Join us, yes?”

      Vanya looks at me, and I clear my throat. “I need to talk to my mother-in-law about some wedding plans.”

      “And not us?” Another woman puts her hand to her chest.

      I wink. “If I don’t have a good relationship with my in-laws, what will I have?”

      The women grumble about me leaving the table with so many winnings, but I shrug and walk with Vanya to the kitchen. She and I pick at some food for a moment, then she smiles. “You’re worried.”

      “I’ve been having nightmares,” I admit.

      “About your fiancés?”

      “And Yuri, and Sven, coming to kill us on our wedding day,” I admit. “It’s like every bad thing I want to forget just keeps circling around. I don’t know how to deal with this without going crazy.”

      “I warned you back then about the toll the mafia takes on a person,” she says. “I ran from my family, my husband, and this world.”

      “But you came back,” I whisper. “Why would you come back if it’s so terrible?”

      Vanya thinks about that for a moment. I see her lips twitch as she considers different elements. She sighs. “I lived a life, had a job, relationships, all of that while I was gone, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing something–someone. My sons, my husband ... they lingered.”

      “And that overrode what you felt for the business?” I ask.

      She nods. “I thought of how any of them could have died and I never would have known. I wouldn’t have forgiven myself. I spent so long checking in on my sons and being a shadow, I wanted more. Perhaps it was greed, but I couldn’t stay to the side anymore.”

      “Do you regret leaving?”

      “Yes,” she laughs once and picks at an appetizer. “I do. Every day, I wish I would have stayed in their lives. But that is more for my sons than anything. You don’t have that attachment.”

      “I’m plenty attached, Vanya. I love my men,” I say.

      She shrugs. “If you did, would you be so concerned? You’ve known what they do for most of your relationship. If you love my sons and Lief, it is in part because of what they do. So if you love them, would you be asking me anything?”

      Groaning, I rub my face. “I’m not considering leaving. I haven’t considered walking away from them in a long time. I’m asking how you can live this life without losing something about yourself. What if I stop being the woman who cares about reasons? What if I become a killer too ... well, more than I already am?”

      “Then you will survive,” she answers. “The world says killing is a terrible, unforgiveable thing, but the world rarely cares about the reasons. You do. You have yet to take a life with your own hands and yet you survive.”

      I nod once and rub my arms. “I’m just worried.”

      “As any bride-to-be is.”

      “I’m worried about taking the Volkov name and putting people in danger. I’m worried about what this means for the future. I mean, someone came to take me or kill me in my place of work, where innocent people are!”

      “Then leave. Those are your options, Valerie. Find a way for you to live with it - as you have been doing, or leave these men. I can tell you, though, if you love them, you’ll be back. You may not be as lucky as me. They may be married, dead, or in hiding,” Vanya says.

      I suck my lip.

      “You told me not to get to know my sons or get involved in their lives if I was going to leave,” Vanya reminds me. When I nod, she continues. “I’m going to ask you to do the same. If there is any part of you that wants to leave, don’t get married.”

      I open my mouth to tell her I’m not like her, and she smiles. Vanya kisses my cheek. “I was wrong about warning you back then. You’re the only one that my boys could be with and you’re the only woman I’ve been sure will survive this world.”

      Vanya walks away to join the card game. I assure the chef that I’ll take the plate to the guys in the conference room. He tries to argue, telling me he doesn’t want to get in trouble, but I convince him it’ll be fine.

      “I can take it, it’s not an-”

      “I think I can serve my fiancés, but thank you for being so dedicated. I can’t stop eating these, they’re so delicious. You’re a talented chef,” I say, complimenting him.

      He blinks, blushes, and turns around to get back to work. “I’ll make you something very good. I promise.”

      Smiling, I head to my men. I set the appetizer on the table and sit in Chase’s lap. He rubs my side and I catch sight of the laptop. “Are you wedding planning without me?”

      “We figured we could narrow down the venue options,” Chase says.

      “Although we had an interesting talk about engagement photos,” Hunter murmurs. “I think we all have very different ideas about that.”

      “And I’m going to help get décor,” Roger says.

      I notice Josefine and Mr. Volkov then. I lean back on Chase and whisper in his ear. “Did you organize this?”

      He grins, proud of himself. “I did. You’re not doing this wedding planning on your own.”

      “Hell no,” Hunter agrees, rubbing my leg. “We’re in this together.”

      “My mom suggested a place you might like,” Lief informs.

      We go over the venues, I look at pictures and nod along since the guys have it so put together. Vanya gives me a secretive, knowing smile. I can’t help but get excited as I see the options. I love being around Josefine and Roger, Vanya, and even Mr. Volkov. My men have good families and we’re going to become a good family of our own.

      Ignoring my experience with my parents, ignoring how they imploded, and ignoring what my men do for business makes this all feel normal–even if I’m marrying three men instead of one.

      Lief eyes the space between us with evident frustration, as if he didn’t just fuck me a bit ago.

      “Valerie, you can get your stitches out tomorrow,” Chase informs while rubbing my hips and kissing my neck. “Are you excited?”

      “Thrilled,” I hum. “Just as thrilled as I am to go to these venues and hear all of Roger’s plans for décor.”

      “I’d like orchids,” Lief says. “I think purple would go well with either venue.”

      “I think Lief just made a choice,” Hunter says, pretending to faint. “Can you believe it?”

      “Our first wedding decision and the Viking gets it,” Chase chuckles.

      Lief smiles and I notice Hunter and Chase are just as excited. They want to be married as much as I do. After a few more minutes, I get up to get something to drink and Josefine follows me. She squeezes my hand.

      “Are you excited, Valerie?”

      “I am. I’m excited,” I agree.

      “No hesitations, no doubts?” She presses. “I know I had more than one before I married Roger.”

      “We were so young. Neither of us had a stable career at the time. We were just getting our feet wet in our businesses. He wasn’t the only man I’d considered myself in love with, but he was the one I needed to marry,” she sighs. “There’s a point where a person just knows.”

      I nod once.

      “You had hesitations at the engagement party, but every marriage is different. You can ignore everything us old women talk about, especially babies,” Josefine says before hugging me. “I love how Lief lights up around you. I’ve never seen him so emotional.”

      I close my eyes as she squeezes me. Josefine is everything a mother should be, warm, loving, supportive, and filled with advice. She’s the kind of mom I always wanted. I clear my throat. “Thank you, Josefine.”

      After more talking and dinner, we head home. Lief goes right to the kitchen to get a beer and passes one to Hunter and Chase. Chase gives Hunter shit for being a romantic and wanting a place for a big, formal first dance for all four of us.

      I love seeing them bicker. I love being in our house together, with bits of us everywhere, in the décor, memories laced into every piece of furniture, and, of course, just having all three of my men in one place at all.

      “Viper, you’re lost in thought,” Lief says. “Do you want a beer?”

      “A beer sounds nice,” I agree.

      We drink together, hanging around the kitchen, then Lief wraps himself around me, boxing me in. He kisses my neck with the chill of the beer clinging to his lips. I rub his hip. “So, orchids?”

      “I like them. They’re a diverse flower,” Lief comments. “Nice, waxy petals, but take patience to cultivate.”

      “Are you saying our fiancée has nice, waxy petals?” Hunter chuckles.

      Lief flips him off. Chase shoves them both. “Orchids grow when things are right, but we need a determined flower too.”

      “Dandelions are determined,” Hunter points out.

      “They grow everywhere they’re not supposed to,” I agree. “And the flower is a nice crisp yellow.”

      “We can’t just have dandelions at the wedding, if some seeds drop, they’ll take root at the venue and that’s not a bill I want to pay. I’d rather put it towards a honeymoon,” Chase grumbles.

      “Where are we honeymooning?” Hunter eyes me intensely.

      “It doesn’t matter, no matter where we go, you’re going to be on our wife,” Lief chuckles.

      Later that night, after my guys pass out, I look through my phone, enjoying every saved photo and video from our travels and from our lazy days, our holidays. I smile at them.

      We’ve had some terrible times, anytime I’ve been captured or threatened with a lethal object, but those moments make my heart race, they make me feel stronger than I’ve ever felt and I like the adrenaline rush.

      I can’t imagine anyone else marrying my men, any of them. I don’t want to think of Lief taking someone else to a planetarium and sharing facts. I don’t want Chase going to the aquarium or on a private yacht with anyone else. I’ll be damned if Hunter watches Indiana Jones or cries at the end of romance movies with anyone else.

      I need to marry them, just like Vanya says, but only because I can’t ignore how perfect we are for each other, we’re stronger, smarter, and better together. I see it as they joke around instead of just talking business.

      I kiss Lief’s cheek, then take Hunter and Chase’s hands. “We’re going to get married this year.”

      “This year?” Hunter asks.

      “Yes. This year. I don’t want to wait to be called ‘wife’. I don’t want to wait to call you three my husbands,” I say. “I like Lief’s idea of us being in white. I like you guys have already looked at venues. Let’s make it happen this spring or summer.”

      “Guys, I think Valerie wants to marry us,” Lief says, deadpan.

      I elbow him, and he cracks, smiling and kissing my uninjured temple.

      “Well, now that we know you’re crushing on us ...” Hunter winks at me.

      “Maybe we’ll have to draw it out, make you wait a little more,” Chase teases.

      “Absolutely not. You three love me and we’re getting married. Be my husbands sooner rather than later.”

      “You know demands aren’t very attractive.” Hunter licks his bottom lip. “But since I love you, dorogaya.”

      “The sooner the better,” Chase agrees. “We better get a venue and start on invitations.”

      I look between my men. Fiancé isn’t good enough anymore. It’s time for them to be husbands. It’s time for our version of a happily ever after.
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