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PROLOGUE
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Kira Smirnov

WHAT WOULD YOU DO IF you knew the man you loved was going to marry someone else? Would you fall into despair? Would you cry without end?

It’s deeply unsatisfying to know your love has chosen another, especially when you’re invited to the event. Of course, no one from my family will be there, least of all me. Being invited to the wedding ceremony of the man you love and not being able to scream that you’ve been in love with him since you were fifteen is an absurdity.

In the world we inhabit, love scarcely exists for us women; we are seen as commodities. And my father was no different. Even before I was born, I was promised to the son of his great friend, also a mafia boss, though nothing was ever signed between them—it was just a deal between friends. That’s what I call it when someone is offered up to another without a care for whether their heart will ever love that person.

When I grew up, Daddy called me in to talk about this arrangement. His best friend was no longer alive, and his son, fifteen years my senior, had already taken his father’s place as head of the family. Hades Kozlowski is the most beautiful man I have ever seen, in photos or in person, and he’s always at the most important society events. I never had the pleasure of speaking to him personally, but I knew that when I came of age, I would become his wife. I built a happy ending for the two of us in my head and imagined so many romantic scenes between us, yet my heart was shattered on my sixteenth birthday. Hades didn’t want me. He rejected me.

My father had no idea how much I wanted this arrangement and should never have allowed Hades to back out. A man’s word cannot be taken back. Ever. Yet my father’s words were: “My daughter is a little princess, still far too young to marry anyone.”

Growing up in a family of four siblings, with three older brothers, is difficult, especially when they are the most badass guys in Russia, ruthless and feared by all. But not even all that fear made Hades accept me as his wife.

I came to discover that he never wanted me as his woman, and at a high-society event two years ago, I suffered the worst romantic disappointment of my life. I was waiting for my mother to finish talking with some ladies when I decided to go fetch some snacks. That’s when I saw him talking with two men. Hades looked beautiful, dazzling, with a sculpted body and wearing an elegant black tuxedo that fit him perfectly. He is the most beautiful man in the world, and I have no doubts about that. I approached them without them noticing my presence. In a way, I wanted to hear what they were talking about. Not out of interest in the subject, but to hear his rough voice, which gave me chills.
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“SO, HADES... I HEARD you refused to marry Kira Smirnov,” one of the gentlemen said.

“Wasn’t there a marriage agreement between you?” the other asked.

Hades held a champagne flute in his hand. I’ve heard he likes to drink a lot. I don’t know if it’s malicious gossip or if he really does. And I don’t care, I just want to hear his voice.

“No marriage contract would make me marry that little girl.”

For a moment, my world collapses. His words came out icy cold, and once again, he broke my heart.

“How so? She possesses a great fortune, and her father and brothers are very powerful. Are you sure it’s not worth reconsidering?”

“Absolutely certain. I would never marry Kira Smirnov. Never,” he said, convinced of his decision.

I take a deep breath and leave the hall, devastated.
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HOW COULD HADES REJECT me so utterly? I’m not an ugly woman, quite the opposite. It’s not that my ego is gigantic, but everyone talks about my beauty, everyone comments on how pretty I am. I consider it a kind of karma in my life, because people see me as the rich little blonde with blue eyes, a tiny waist, and thick thighs. Even our enemies admire my beauty, while Hades, who had every reason in the world to accept the marriage proposal, refused.

It’s not that I’ve spent my whole life thinking only of getting married; it’s that I was raised for it, and I know I can’t escape my destiny: to marry without love some mafia boss, consigliere, or someone my father and brothers choose for me. What I want most in this life is to marry for love, because I believe nothing is worse than a marriage without feeling. To live trapped in a matrimony that involves only sex and bearing children to secure some lineage is something I don’t want for myself.

I’ve always had a free spirit, and despite loving and respecting my father deeply, as well as his decisions, sometimes I think about disappearing into the world. Then I remember I’m the daughter of a major mafia boss. Our enemies would have him and my brothers in their hands if they decided to use me as a bargaining chip to obtain something grand. And I don’t wish to disappoint my family. Even though sometimes I want to throw it all away, my reality shows me it’s impossible to live apart from them.

My heart swore to forget Hades. I will tear out this platonic passion I feel for him if it’s the last thing I do in this life. I know it will be difficult, but I won’t give up. I am a Smirnov of pure blood, and no one should ever have dared to hurt me that way, not even that Greek god in human form, with his black eyes and black hair, with all the devastating beauty he carries.

When I finished high school, my father gave me the best news of all. It wasn’t a car or jewels, but the fulfillment of a dream: the chance to go to college. Architecture is my passion. Modeling the entire physical construction of a project is something I identify with. My brothers think it’s foolish, but none of them stood against our father’s decision, and in the end, they relented, especially the eldest, Dominic. He is the most serious, while Nikolai is the impatient one and Iuri is my favorite, the one who is always by my side, supporting me at all times. Being the youngest siblings, he was the only one who would play with me and push me on the swing, unlike the older ones, who preferred target practice. Not that I blame them. It was already their responsibility to work toward assuming the positions that awaited them. They have carried the greatest weight of the mafia on their shoulders since birth.

Back to the beginning: what would you do if you were invited to the wedding of the man you love? The invitation wasn’t, obviously, just for me, but for the entire Smirnov family. It was an insult for Hades to invite us.

“This is an insult, Father. He rejects our sister and still sends a wedding invitation to our family?” Iuri is the most immature, the first to lose his head in moments like this.

I remain motionless. I haven’t said a word since I picked up the invitation in my hands. I could never have imagined Hades would marry a woman who wasn’t me. Despite his rejection, until now there had been hope in my heart. Now all of it has been annihilated, because marriages in the mafia aren’t undone; only death can separate them. And I don’t wish that on them.

Georgina Evens is the lucky one. A brunette with brown eyes, full lips, and ample breasts, she is beautiful, with a model’s body. At twenty-six, she is mature enough to assume her place as the wife of an important and powerful man. Does Hades think me incapable because of my age? Because I’m fifteen years younger? If he knew how responsible and dedicated I am, he wouldn’t have given up on me, he wouldn’t have lost me so easily.

“We are not going,” Papa stated.

“Father, I should punch that man’s face, first for dishonoring our sister. He scorned her in front of everyone in our circle,” Iuri continued, explosive.

“Quiet, brother. You will do nothing. Hades is our ally,” Nikolai pointed out.

“There was nothing sealed between our sister and Hades; that was just a wish between our parents. It’s in the past. Give me that, Kira, and go to your room,” Dominic asked for the invitation. “Please, little sister.”

I nod and leave the men to their discussion. I need to be alone.

Next month, Hades will be a married man. I swallow my tears, because I won’t ruin my life crying over what I can’t have. Now, more than ever, I will dedicate myself to my studies and my education. I won’t spend my whole life lamenting something that can never be mine.

“Sweetheart, are you all right?” Mama asked me.

Every time I look at her and see her happy, I wish I could live a love like hers and Papa’s, but it’s hard to have a true love while being part of the mafia.

“Why wouldn’t I be, Mama?”

“Kira, you’re only eighteen. Easy, my love. Your little heart will fall in love again.”

“I just wish I understood why he scorned me. Any man in his right mind would give his life to have me as his wife.”

“Any man indeed, dear. You are beautiful and the daughter of a very respected boss. However, that man is not for you. It was even for the best that this marriage didn’t happen.” She limits herself to saying no more about it. “Your father is a wise and good man; he would never put you in a bind.”

“I’m afraid, Mama... Afraid of living in a marital prison.”

“Neither your father nor your brothers can force you to marry without love. Your father doesn’t want that. As long as it’s a man from our circle, if you understand me, from the mafia, you may marry whomever you love, and you’ll finish college by then.”

At least that news made me happy: I can marry for love. I shouldn’t be so overjoyed. What if I don’t love someone from the mafia? The heart doesn’t take orders.

Now, more than ever, I need to forget that Greek god.
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MY ELDEST BROTHER ATTENDED Hades’s wedding. I couldn’t have gone even if I’d wanted to. And I didn’t want to. How could I watch the man I love marry another? It would be impossible not to feel a knife tearing through my chest.

My favorite pastime is reading a good book and drinking coffee. I’m devoted to these habits. When I’m not studying, I’m doing one of these two things.

What most people think of me is that I’m snobbish and stuck-up, a spoiled rich girl. At least, that’s what all of Russia believes, based on what the websites publish about me. But I’m not that petty person they keep reporting on, nor do I go around flaunting money. If I wanted to, I could go to the mall and buy the whole thing, but I’m not like that; I prefer to use my money for something good. My father and brothers deposit a certain “x” amount for me to use every month, and I don’t always spend it all. I was more of a princess when I was fifteen, but as you gain maturity, some things become futile and trivial.

This past year, I disappeared from the social scene, preferring to keep to myself at home. Of course, Papa thinks this is great. Deep down, he’s afraid I might fall in love and leave their house, as my brothers will one day. But it will take decades before I find a true love, especially now, after the wedding of the only man I’ve ever loved.

​
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CHAPTER 1
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Kira Smirnov

I WAKE UP, GROGGY. My phone alarm has gone off three times and I still refuse to get out of bed. Why did I stay up so late last night when it’s my cousin’s wedding today? The entire Smirnov mansion is in a state of high commotion. My aunt asked for the wedding to be held here and my father agreed. A very important union is about to be sealed. My father’s sister managed to marry off my cousin, Lorena, to a respectable mafia boss. Many say this wedding was supposed to be mine, since I’m the daughter of a great boss, not hers, as she doesn’t have much to offer. However, her father, as an important advisor and brother-in-law to a powerful man, has finally secured a major victory that will benefit the whole family.

I remember my two brothers’ weddings, which were held here. Dom and Nikolai seemed a bit nervous, though they deny it because they consider themselves alpha males. And I know that of them all, the most anxious was Iuri, because the biggest playboy of them never wanted to get married. That wasn’t a label he wanted in his life, yet he managed to kidnap my best friend and the two of them got married in a civil ceremony. I know the church wedding will happen soon, because that’s how it has to be: a mafia man must marry both in church and in a civil union. It’s an obligation.

It’s hard for me to know I’ll be the next to marry. When your three older brothers, all men, are married, and you’re the only daughter, single, you know you’re next.

And I’m not even laughing nervously about it—I quipped.

I take a deep breath, slipping on my slippers, which are beside the bed. My sweatshirt needs washing. I wonder when I became so slovenly. Of course, it’s the maids who wash it, but still, I like to separate what I’ll still wear from what I won’t. I need to live up to my reputation as a spoiled rich girl. What would become of me if people found out that Kira Smirnov separates her laundry and, worse, sleeps in the same pajamas all week? The tabloids would go insane.

I always try to live discreetly, but if some paparazzi catches me going to the mall, the gossip sites that same day spread exaggerations about me, saying I spent millions of Russian rubles. As if lying weren’t enough, they also say I’m spoiled and pampered. Which isn’t exactly untrue. However, people don’t need to know that about me. I’m a celebrity for being involved in major advertising campaigns, and my family is increasingly in the spotlight. Which worries my father, because he always does everything to preserve the family name above all else.

The guests will arrive in a few hours, and as one of the bridesmaids, the dress I chose is long. It couldn’t be low-cut, by my father’s requirement. It has short gypsy sleeves and crystals on the bodice, which are beautiful. For my hair, I chose a silver butterfly brooch that will be pinned to the side.

I’m excited to be the second most beautiful woman at the party. Of course, the bride is always first. I wouldn’t risk my cousin ending up sending me away, kicking me out at the last minute, just because I look too good.

Anything with a butterfly catches my eye, preferably blue, which is my favorite color. It’s a shame the dress is pink, the color chosen by my cousin.

Before getting dressed, I decide I’ll have coffee with my mother. We still have peace in the dining room. Dad is heading out to take care of some business, but first he gives me a “good morning” kiss, as he has since I was born.

“Good morning, Daddy.”

“Kira, light of my life. Good morning, my sun, my moon.”

I always break into a wide smile when he refers to me that way.

My mother is seated, still drinking her coffee, when she says:

“Dear, be here on time, so you don’t arrive later than the bride at the church.”

“See you soon, Daddy.”

“Don’t worry, darling. I’ll be back early.”

I walk over to Mom and give her a “good morning” kiss on the cheek.

“Mommy, good morning.”

“Good morning, princess. I see you woke up in good spirits.” I pull out a chair and sit facing her. “Kira, what about these dark circles?” she changed her mind upon seeing me. “Did you stay up too late, dear?”

“Yes. I was finishing a project to present in class this week.”

“Love, you’re the best at what you do, but you also need to focus on other matters.”

I take a forkful of fruit salad, my favorite morning food. My diet consists of fruits, vegetables, and, rarely, meat. It’s not for aesthetics, but so I can have regular health. I hate getting sick.

My mother is hinting that I should focus on other things. Like marriage? I take a deep breath. She knows that marrying is the last thing I want for my life. The man I wanted and desired refused my hand and married another. In fact, I heard his wife died a few months ago, leaving him with a baby girl. I imagine how much Hades must be suffering, because if he chose to marry her, it was certainly because he loved her very much. Actually, I can’t measure the extent of his pain, because I’ve never been through anything similar. Although I consider his rejection so painful that I still feel the side effects of it today. I was too young to understand love and the alliances he might have been seeking, but I guarantee Russia is more important than any other country he might be interested in. The Smirnov mafia is the most influential and powerful, and my family is ruthless and unbeatable.

“Mommy, have you decided which pair of earrings you’ll wear?” I changed the subject.

“Your father and I talked yesterday about your future.”

I freeze and start praying quietly that they haven’t chosen anyone for me. I don’t want to marry someone I don’t love. My brothers were lucky because, being men, they could choose their wives, while I am subject to some arrangement that would make me feel like I’m in the medieval era, when parents still chose their daughter’s groom. Which is a reality for a woman living in the mafia. Some men see us only as reproductive objects.

The Smirnov family carries with it a tradition of men never cheating on their wives, passed down from generation to generation. And I can’t say the same for the Grego family from Italy. I’ve heard many rumors about the cheating those brothers got up to before redeeming themselves and becoming their wives’ lapdogs. I know this because I’m friends with Giovanna Grego and Luana Grego, wives of Enrico Grego and Enzo Grego. Whenever we meet at dinners and events, they are very kind to me. Thank God my father never promised me to any brother from that family.

How can a man cheat on his wife? We Smirnovs are incapable of cheating. Of course, there’s always a rotten apple, but most take this motto seriously. A man isn’t seen as trustworthy if he can’t honor his marriage. And in this case, I can’t enjoy the same, being a woman. There’s no way to know if other families are capable of following this motto. If I were just any girl from a different mafia, I’d fight for the Smirnovs.

“What do you mean?”

“That you can relax, my little doll. Your father will choose a good husband for you.”

I force a smile. I wanted to die right then.

“Daddy is looking for a husband for me?”

“Ma’am, please, could you come check if everything is as you wish?” A maid leads my mother away to look at something for the party. Which upsets me, because we didn’t finish our conversation.

I need to know if this could become a reality soon. That way, I can think of something to make my parents consider me unsuitable for marriage. If my cousin, Antony, weren’t so childish, I would have already considered marrying him and could dominate him, since he has no ambition in his life. However, we grew up together, playing house, and I couldn’t live a conjugal life with someone I consider a brother. Only for that reason, he’ll be at the altar with me just to be a groomsman. My brothers and their wives will be too, except Iuri and Marina, because no one knows where they are, since the two are on their honeymoon and out of contact with the rest of the family. Her poor mother is sad, with no news from them. Actually, we all know what they’re up to. I may be a virgin—not by choice—but I know when a couple is burning for each other. And even though Marina says she doesn’t love my brother, I know she does.
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WORSE THAN HAVING TO smile for all the guests is walking arm in arm with my childish cousin, who only knows how to talk about video games instead of complimenting how good I look in my dress. I attract quite a few looks all the way to the pews reserved for me and him.

“Have you played Minecraft?”

“No, I haven’t, and I hate people who do.” I glare at the twenty-year-old adolescent with the maturity of a nine-year-old.

He almost trembles—it’s fun—and adjusts his glasses on his face.

“Your dress is beautiful,” he said, making me laugh.

“Be quiet, your sister will be entering soon.”

The ceremony is beautiful and everyone applauds when the newlyweds kiss. Me, in the bride’s place, would be trembling, being ever closer to going to bed with my husband. I know what happens between four walls because I studied it; you learn these things in school, but I must always maintain modesty and act like a simpleton in front of married ladies. Many think I live with my nose in books and don’t hear anything around me. They’re mistaken. I’m a natural observer and I know many things.

“Any news from Iuri?” Dom asked our father.

“None, son. I believe Nikolai must know something.”

I cross my arms and roll my eyes. My brothers deserve a spanking to stop being so irresponsible. Malia married Dom out of sheer hatred, just like Genevieve with Nikolai. She’s still recovering from the scare she had days ago when she was kidnapped by her stepfather. My brother was a hero, saving her, her mother, and sister. Now Genevieve sees him with different eyes. My sisters-in-law are in love, and I believe Marina will soon fall in love with Iuri. My brothers are too handsome, but they do stupid and often irresponsible things. But who’s going to stop mafia men?

“Don’t worry, he’ll send news soon. I wonder what my punishment would be if I ran off without a word.”

Dominic reprimands me with a look. He’s more like my father than my brother and is always acting like a boring, arrogant old man. I make an ugly face at him and stick out my tongue. I know it irritates him.

“Brother, take our sister to dance.”

“Why me instead of you? Wasn’t that Iuri’s role?” Nikolai smiles amiably. Of course he wants to dance with his wife, not with me. And I don’t want to dance right now.

“I don’t want to dance,” I grumbled.

“Not even with your father, dear?” Dad extends his hand to me.

I smile. He’s my favorite partner.

“With Daddy, yes.”

“Daddy’s girl,” Nikolai whispered in my ear, laughing at me.

I stick my tongue out at him. I would have shown him something else if it weren’t for my mother’s disapproving look.

Then I leave them behind. My father and I are a beautiful pair on the dance floor. At every event, I limit myself to dancing with my brothers and with him.

There are times I’d rather be reading an e-book than at these parties, but on a night like this, I couldn’t miss it, especially with the ceremony and reception being at my house. What excuse would I give for not being a bridesmaid?

“Kira, you’re tense. You’re not like this, you always love dancing with your father.”

What’s actually making me uneasy is the conversation I had earlier with my mother. I have to ask the person responsible for my destiny directly what will happen to me.

“I need to ask you something, Daddy.”

Afraid he’ll disapprove of my behavior, I search for the right words. I don’t want to leave him dissatisfied with me. The only thing that disheartens me more in this world is knowing my father is disappointed in me, like the time I skipped school to go to a friend’s house. That day, they all almost killed me.

“I believe your mother must have spoken with you this morning at breakfast and told you about my plans for your future.”

It’s incredible how well he knows me.

“Daddy, you know me very well.”

“How could I not know the light of my eyes?”

“Mommy told me you have plans for me. Have you by any chance already chosen a husband...?” He manages to calm me when he gives me a kiss on the forehead just as the music stops.

“Don’t worry, darling. You’re still young, I don’t intend to marry you off to anyone at the moment. I leave you the freedom to marry someone you truly love.” I widen my eyes and a mix of joy and uncertainty rises within me. “As long as it’s a boy from our world and who can be qualified to one day become my daughter’s husband.”

I give him a tight hug and a kiss on the cheek, thanking him, moved by what he just told me. My heart is warm and happy with this announcement.

“Thank you so much, Daddy. I love you very much.”

“Now enjoy the party. You can dance with your cousin, Antony.”

Antony is playing with the children right now; I’m not sure he wants that.

“The bouquet! I’m going to throw it.” My cousin’s voice grabs my attention.

The single girls line up to catch it and I don’t move from my spot. I don’t want the bouquet, however, by coincidence, it lands in my hands, making me jump and toss it aside. I don’t want to be the next to get married. Not at all.

“I don’t want it,” I said.

My father laughs, while my mother picks up the bouquet and hands it to me again.

“Mommy, no...”

“Go take a photo with your cousin for the album,” she asked politely, in a gentle way. I can’t refuse.

The photo next to my cousin is taken. I smiled and held the bouquet firmly, praying to God this superstition about the catcher being the next to marry isn’t real.

“I’ll definitely be at your wedding.”

“It’ll be a few years, cousin.” I give a forced smile.

Her husband is the boss of the Serbian mafia. In everyone’s eyes, this marriage was exceptional, because now my uncle will have more influence in that organization and an alliance with the Smirnovs has been forged. Our ties will be stronger.

“Do you still love Hades? Please. I thought that platonic crush was a childhood feeling.”

She was my confidante when she was my only friend.

“I don’t like him anymore.” I dissemble so as not to give myself away.

“I heard his wife died. My husband and I would pay him a visit, but he came to congratulate us yesterday on the wedding.”

“Hades is in Russia?” I was startled because he almost never comes to Russia.

“Yes. We invited him to the wedding. I can’t say if he came, because there are so many guests. You know Charles is Hades’s second cousin.”

I nod my head in agreement. He’s in Russia. Or he was until yesterday. I’ll never know. My heart races with this information. My passion for Hades is something beyond my control, and when he married Iana, I wanted to kill him. How could he refuse my hand? We were promised to each other by our parents. If his father were alive, he would have forced him to honor that commitment. And even after refusing me, Hades remains a strong ally to my family. They have many business interests in common.

His wife died a little over six months ago. Iana was a young, beautiful woman, and had just given birth to a girl whose name I don’t know. Her identity isn’t discussed much, since Hades didn’t have a son as his firstborn. Being born a woman in the mafia is no cause for parental joy, and few truly love their daughters. I’m very lucky to have my father’s love. My mother said he wanted a girl after three sons.

I mourned his wife’s death, even though he chose her over me. I never harbored hatred for Iana. As a woman in the mafia, living among men who own the world, perhaps she had no choice. No one in their right mind trades the daughter of a powerful mafia boss to marry the daughter of a consigliere—only a fool. And that fool’s name is Hades.

I take advantage of everyone being distracted and slip out into the garden. I walk near the maze Iuri had built about two years ago. He used to amuse himself hunting rabbits here. Medieval and disgusting. I breathe in the fresher air, sit on a wooden bench, and watch the stars, swinging my legs. Everything is completely silent, until I hear the sound of a small twig snapping. I look around to see if anyone is here.

“Who’s there?”

They say humans know when they’re being watched, and somehow, I know someone is looking at me right now. This gaze isn’t coming from the sky, but from a person hidden in the darkness, where the lights can’t reveal their location.

I look all around and see no one. I must be going crazy, or they let a rabbit loose. There are so many strong perfumes at this party, and the wind carries a woody, almost tropical scent that invades my nostrils, burning them. It’s as if someone is standing right next to me.

“Found you,” Malia said, excited. “Let’s take a family photo.”

“More photos? I can’t take any more.”

“What about when it’s your wedding?”

“Why does everyone think I’ll get married and have kids, just like you?” I shot back, laughing.

“Why wouldn’t you? The prettiest Smirnov sister will have to get married too.”

We head back to the party. More and more photos are wearing me out.

“Can I go to my room, Mom?”

“In a little while, Kira.”

“Dad, come with me. We need to have a word with... you know who.” Dom looks at me and withdraws with our father. The two of them are acting very suspicious.

“What’s gotten into them?” Malia and Gen exchange a look and say nothing. What’s going on? “Mom?”

Why is everyone looking at me with apprehension? It feels like something bad is happening. At least, that’s the impression they’re giving me.

“Hades Kozlowski is here.”

What is he doing here? I swallow hard. It shakes me to know he’s present; it shakes me, this unrequited love I pretend for everyone doesn’t affect me.

“What did he come here for?”

“To congratulate the newlyweds. But he’s already leaving. Your father and brothers went to see him out, and tomorrow he returns to Poland.” My mother crushed any hope I had by saying Hades came for the newlyweds and that tomorrow he’ll go back to his country.

Maybe it’s better this way. At least I didn’t see him, like at my brothers’ weddings. Knowing he left and I didn’t run into him is good for me. That way, I won’t have a fresh memory of him.
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CHAPTER 2
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Kira Smirnov

I WALK THE UNIVERSITY corridors, with the undercover security detail tailing me through every one. The only privacy I get is in the classroom and the bathroom, where they can’t follow. My father wants to make sure I’m always safe, to prevent any possibility of my being snatched by enemies. Since I only come here once a week, with the term ending and my graduation approaching, I spend most of my time at home, working on projects I dream of someday bringing to life. Investing in my professional career is my great dream, but I know it will be difficult, given the other obligations I have to fulfill.

Marriage will never be a good option for me. There are women born to live alone and free, to spoil only their nieces and nephews. And in that case, I know I’ll have plenty. My dissolute brothers need to expand the Smirnov family.

Hades was at my cousin’s wedding. I tried not to be shaken by that information, much less show the people around me that his presence at the event had stirred a certain euphoria in me. I overheard my two older brothers talking amongst themselves, saying the Pole thinks highly of our cousin and that’s why he attended the wedding. It wasn’t for me, it never will be. He feels nothing for me, and I shouldn’t nurture these silly feelings anymore either.

With him, I would marry and start a family, but I set that thought aside years ago. And now, knowing of his widowhood and that someday he’ll need to marry again after his mourning period ends, because he’ll need to have sons, I believe his people are already selecting a bride for him. I know it won’t be me, and, in a way, that cheers me up. I don’t want to leave Russia and my family. If I must choose a husband, let it be someone who lives near them, not kilometers away.

[image: ]

GENEVIEVE IS RESTLESS. I know that, like me, she’s thinking about Marina.

“I couldn’t protect her from your brother. Do you know him well? Iuri isn’t a brute, right?”

“Iuri is a well of affection, just like Nikolai and even grumpy Dom. You two, as their wives, can confirm that better than anyone.”

Malia smiles. She’s my most determined sister-in-law, a good soul who pulled my brother out of the darkness he lived in.

“Dominic isn’t an ogre, like everyone thinks. In fact, he only acts that way with enemies, when he needs to be ruthless. But at home, when it’s just us and the children, he’s the best father in the world, the best husband I could have.”

“Nikolai is like that too. I’m very happy with him, and our baby will love his father very much too.”

Her pregnant belly is very beautiful. All of them carried pregnancy so well and didn’t gain any weight beyond the normal.

“Iuri wouldn’t be capable of hurting Marina, because if he was capable of marrying her, I believe he’s been head over heels for her for a long time. I’m sad because I lost my Spanish teacher and a great friend, but in return, I gained a new sister-in-law and sister.” I take a sip of my hot chocolate. It’s very cold, and I like this weather. This way, I can dress with great style. “I’d better get home. I have some work to finish. Auntie sends kisses to the cute kids.”

Before leaving, I ask my driver to stop at a boutique I want to visit so I can pick out some clothes for my sister-in-law. Iuri sent me a message this morning, so I know they’ll be back soon and I can teach Marina how a mafia woman can dress with great style. My security detail can figure out how to carry all the bags. If they like following me so much, let them suffer a little. Her entire wardrobe will get a makeover. I need to buy clothes, bags, and shoes. If I didn’t love architecture so much, I’d be a fashion designer. I confess I can’t resist and buy two coats for myself. Since it’s my brother’s money, I’ll buy everything from the most expensive lines.

After shopping, I stop at a café and buy a chocolate cappuccino. If I don’t drink it fast, it’ll soon turn into a milkshake.

My gaze is fixed on my phone screen, on a video Malia sent me of my little nephew playing with his older sister. They’re both having a lot of fun. I break into a wide smile. These boys are very special to me. Without realizing it, I bump my body into a wall of strong, defined muscle. My nostrils are invaded by a woody scent, I feel a slight discomfort and let go of the cup in my hand, which falls. My body is thrown backward. I would have fallen and hit my head on the ground from the shock if large, warm hands hadn’t caught me firmly, cushioning my fall.
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