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      The first time I met Dmitry Petrov, he was making a deal for my sister’s hand in marriage with his brother.

      I should have hated him for that alone, but when he stopped my father from hitting me, my young heart felt something new and wonderful for the first time.

      It was this incurable sensation that consumed me at his protection.

      But he was nearly fifteen years older than me, more dangerous than any man I’d ever met, and only saw me as his sister-in-law’s younger sibling.

      And when he was arrested and thrown into jail, five long years passed. I refused to give up the notion that one day he’d see me as a woman—a woman he wanted. So I wrote to him daily, confided in him, told him about what was going on in my life, what I hated and loved. I did this all in the hopes he’d write back, wishing he’d want me the way I wanted him.

      But year after year passed with no response. Until that changed. Until he wrote back. Dmitry was cruel and harsh, saying things that should have made me cry. Not make me want him more.

      I knew I was playing with fire, sending a criminal pictures of myself after my eighteenth birthday, thinking about him as I did private things alone in my room. But he was a virus deep inside of me, and there was no cure for what I had.

      And then my life completely changed when my brother tried to marry me off. I refused to be a pawn in the mafia world, and so my only option was to leave the only home I’d ever known.

      But when Dmitry’s released from prison, I came face-to-face with the Russian mafia leader everyone fears. And he made one thing very clear.

      I’m his. He’s taking me. And anyone who tries to stop him will die.

      

      For all TW/CW please visit: https://jenikasnow.com/books/little-bird/
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      It was only when my eyes adjusted to the dimness that I realized it was Dmitry, his immense body blocking out the only escape, the menace pouring from him tangible. I felt it snake across the small interior and wrap around me.

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out. I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t exactly shocked to see him in front of me. I was curious how he got through the property with no one seeing him, though. The Sisters seemed to know what everyone was doing.

      But then I reminded myself this was Dmitry. He was probably used to being stealthy as hell.

      Neither one of us said anything as he took a step closer. I moved one back, not sure why I was retreating. It wasn’t like there was anywhere to go. It was the fact that I didn’t really want to escape. I liked being in his presence, feeling his big, burly body pressed against mine.

      He was hard where I was soft. He smelled spicy and woodsy, whatever cologne he wore subtle and not nearly as arousing as his natural scent.

      And then there were his tattoos, ones I could see sneaking above the collar of his shirt and past his cuff links.

      Danger and violence certainly had a beautiful face.

      “How did you get in here?” It was a stupid question. I knew that as soon as the words left my lips. And I didn’t actually expect an answer.

      He didn’t grace me with one. He just kept stalking closer until I found myself pressed against one window, his colossal body looming over mine, my head cocked back so I could look into his face.

      The survival part of me whispered that I needed to keep this man in my sights. He was far too dangerous to do otherwise.

      “I gave you a day,” he finally said, his gaze raking over my face, then dipping down to my breasts before slowly trailing up my throat to look into my eyes again.

      Although I was completely dressed, my skirt falling below my knees, my socks covering my calves, and my blazer buttoned up tight, I felt completely naked under his appraisal.

      “A day?” My voice sounded far away and hazy, everything around my vision blurry except for the man standing right before me. “You gave me a day for what?” I asked again when he had yet to respond.

      The corner of his mouth kicked up, but it wasn’t a humorous smile. It was as if he’d been waiting for me to ask so he could be bluntly honest with his answer.

      “To come to terms with the fact that I’m not letting you go, detka.”

      My heart was beating a mile a minute, and I felt beads of sweat line the valley between my breasts and the length of my spine.

      I felt electricity moving between us. The surge ignited all over my body to the point the follicles of my hair tingled with awareness. Just having Dmitry so close, not even touching me, was like I’d wrapped my hand around a live wire.

      And I welcomed the electric shock it gave me.

      “For five fucking years, you wrote me. I had zero interest in you for those first three and saw you as nothing more than Amara’s kid sister.”

      Realistically I knew it was good he didn’t see me as anything more. But my heart, I realized now as he stood so close and said these things to me, broke a little that he’d seen me that way.

      He took a step closer, and I felt his body heat seeping into me.

      “And then you turned eighteen, your letters getting more personal, the pictures you slipped inside so fucking modest and innocent, yet it made my cock harder than the fucking cement that surrounded me. I knew I had to make you mine.”

      My head fell back against the glass, making a soft thud that filled the small interior.

      “I knew it was wrong to desire you the way I did, to think of the things I did.” He stroked my cheek. “In the middle of the night I’d grip my cock and think about fucking you while I jerked off.” His voice had gone lower, deeper on that last part.

      The image of him lying in that prison cell, thinking about me as he found his pleasure, was a heady sensation inside of me.

      I canted my hips, seeking something that only he could give me. My breasts rose as if I had no control over my body. The mounds felt so heavy, the peaks so tight as they scraped against the cotton of my bra. I’d never felt such combustible sensations and emotions moving through me.

      His enormous body shuddered as he inhaled at the base of my neck again, and then reached out to loosen my blazer, then pop free the first two buttons of my blouse. Dmitry pulled one side of the crisp material down and dragged his tongue over my collarbone.

      God, that was hot.

      The wet glide along my flesh was more sexual than anything I could have ever imagined.

      “Look at me.”

      I pried my eyes open, not realizing I’d even closed them. Dmitry’s presence just had that effect on me, where all common sense and rationality flew out the window. Hell, it had probably gone right out the one behind me as soon as he stepped inside the shed and closed us in together.

      When I looked up at him, all I saw was fierce need reflected in his gaze. His jaw was tight, with dark scruff covering his cheeks and chin. I found it immensely sexy that this man was reining in his control. Because of me.

      And then as if everything happened in slow motion, he sank down. My heart beat overtime, faster than I even thought possible given it already felt like a racehorse lived in my chest cavity.

      “W-what are you doing?”

      He looked up at me with fire burning in his gaze and let his fingers skate over the back of my legs, up my thighs, and tightened the digits around my pleated skirt.

      My inner muscles clenched, shooting a shock wave of unadulterated lust straight to my center.

      “Getting a proper taste of you.” His accent was thicker, his voice deeper.
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      If my father knew what I was doing, he’d slap me across the face so hard I’d have a red mark there for days.

      But even knowing I’d be punished if caught, I still snuck down the stairs, following the deep timbre of voices that came from my father’s office.

      My sister’s words played in my head, a warning, a scold, whenever I did something that would get me in trouble.

      “Claudia, you have a fire in your veins that is going to get you hurt. Listen to Father. Tread lightly with him. I know you live by your own rules, and as much as I love you for it, I’m also worried about you because of the world we live in. If a woman won’t be submissive to the men in our lives…”

      Right before I reached the bottom of the stairs, the grandfather clock chimed so loudly I froze, my heart jumping into my throat.

      I was sure I’d get spotted. Even if the foyer was shadowy, all the staff had gone for the evening, and my father was in his office.

      The clock chimed twelve times, signaling midnight had hit, and as soon as that last bell went off, I quickly descended the rest of the stairs and started making my way down the hallway.

      I kept to the wall, my hands running over the textured damask wallpaper my father had imported from Italy. I slipped into the small room beside my father’s office, moved over to the French doors, and quietly opened one of them.

      Light spilled out of the open patio doors from the room beside me, and I heard a deep, thickly accented voice fill the night air.

      “You know this is the best option for both families.”

      There was a long pause, and then I heard some shuffling.

      “And you can guarantee an alliance if I give you Amara?”

      “She isn’t for me. She’ll be given to my younger brother, Nikolai.”

      “Why wouldn’t I give her to you, the eldest?” My father sounded annoyed.

      “My brother stands at my side and runs the Desolation Bratva. This is the only option for you and your daughter. But I can guarantee that the Bratva, aligning with the East Coast Cosa Nostra, will have unbreakable ties.”

      My heart pounded as I listened. Although it wasn’t unusual for arranged marriages, they were talking about giving Amara away, not just to an Italian man in the circles our family ran with, but with the Russians. And the only thing I’d ever heard my father or anyone else in the Cosa Nostra say about the Russians was that they were barbarians and savages. Never to be trusted.

      I realized I had my hand over my heart, the organ beating hard and fast. What I felt was fear. Terror for my sister, who had just been given away to a man who would be worse than my father.

      It was bad enough we were bartered off like pawns to other criminals within the Cosa Nostra, but this? This was madness. He was giving my sister away as if she were a piece of meat.

      “So, do we have a deal or not, Marco?”

      It was the one I now knew was Russian who spoke, his accent so thick his words were almost indistinguishable. And I had a feeling it had to do with his annoyance over my father.

      This man—if he was like any of the other men in my life—was used to getting what he wanted. They were used to people abiding by what they said without hesitation. My father continuously pausing, questioning him, was most definitely an insult.

      “We have a deal. I’ll tell Amara tomorrow that she’s betrothed to your brother.”

      “You can tell your daughter that her safety and happiness will be of utmost importance to Nikolai.”

      My father snorted, and I curled my hands tightly into my nightshirt. The sound was dismissive, as if he didn’t care. And his next words affirmed that.

      “Non mi interessa. Una volta che Amara sarà sposata, suo marito potrà fare quello che vuole con lei.” I don’t care about that. Once Amara is married off, her husband can do what he wants with her.

      I hated my father. He was an evil, cruel man. He only loved himself and the Family. The Cosa Nostra.

      I doubted he even had any affection for Gio, our oldest brother. He kept Gio close because my brother would take our father's place one day.

      And hearing my father talk about how he didn’t care what Amara’s arranged husband did to her after they were married made me sick to my stomach.

      I wondered if my father said that in Italian so Dmitry wouldn't understand. Although I didn’t know why he cared what anyone thought. Everyone had to know what an awful person Marco Bianchi was.

      That’s why they were so afraid of him, why they did what he said, because they were fearful of the repercussions of going against the capo.

      I knew Amara and Gio wanted to protect me, but I had a fiery streak, talking back to our father when I should’ve kept my mouth shut. I’d had my face slapped so many times, and had borne more bruises than I could count throughout my life.

      But there was no way I could just wait until he married me off. And I knew he would in three years. When I turned eighteen.

      I’d then be the prime age for him to give me away to one of his gross, far-too-old mafia friends. I’d be used, abused, and treated as a vessel, just to carry children or be a pretty trophy on his arm.

      That was, unless I changed my destiny. I’d thought about running away so many times, just escaping and moving somewhere far away where no one could find me. But then I thought of my mother and how weak she was. I thought about Amara and how I would hate to leave her alone to deal with the fallout of it all. And then there was Gio.

      He would be so worried. He would probably search for me day and night, and when he couldn’t find me, he’d blame himself.

      “Fine. He can have her. But… Se mi fotti, Dmitry, ti taglio le palle.” If you fuck me over, Dmitry, I’ll cut your balls off.

      There was a harsh laugh, one full of amusement, but something dark was laced within the sound.

      “Vai piano stronzo, i russi stanno estendendo la loro generosità verso di te con questa offerta.” Tread lightly, asshole. The Russians are extending their generosity toward you with this offer.

      I felt my eyes widen at Dmitry speaking in Italian, his words thick with a Russian accent.

      My father cleared his throat, obviously not expecting the other man to know what he’d said. A smile spread across my face. I didn’t know who this Russian was aside from the name my father called him, but I liked him more by the second.

      But then I hated that thought and quashed it. They were pawning off my older sister. Screw both of them. All of them.

      Before either man could say anything, there was a knock and I froze. For a moment I thought I'd been caught but then realized it came from my father’s office.

      I could hear one of my father’s men murmuring softly in Italian. I couldn’t pick up what he was saying aside from something about a phone call.

      “Excuse me, Dmitry. I have to take this,” my father said. “Make yourself comfortable and help yourself to another drink.”

      Although my father might’ve seemed hospitable, his tone was clipped and sharp. Cold.

      It was the tone he used toward all of his children.

      My father’s office door opened and closed, and a second later I heard the other man murmur in Russian under his breath. The words were gruff and sharp, and I was pretty sure there was nothing pleasant about them. There was the clink-clink of glass hitting glass, then the sound of liquid being poured.

      I waited a few seconds before I slowly slipped out the patio doors and crept toward my father’s office. I kept to the stone wall, my palms flat on the rock. It felt like my heart was in my throat as I moved slowly, trying to be stealthy.

      I didn’t know why I was doing this. It was so reckless, but I wanted to put a face to the deep Russian voice who’d all but put my father in his place. I’d seen no one do that, and it gave me this rush.

      One of the French doors to his office was opened, and I held my breath as I leaned around the corner to peek inside. My long hair fell over my shoulder, and I quickly gathered it up and kept it pinned to my nape with a hand, not risking him seeing the movement and knowing I was here.

      My breath caught as I saw the Russian. He was huge, with massively broad shoulders and biceps that seemed as thick as my torso, and the dark suit he wore didn’t hide the raw power he held. His hair was short and black, but with his back to me, I couldn’t see what he looked like.

      I could see he held a square crystal glass in his hand, his fingers so masculine. Long and thick, and tattooed. His glass held a couple fingers of dark liquid and ice inside. I watched as some condensation held onto the glass before slowly trailing down.

      But I didn’t see him actually drinking the liquor, and instead he set the glass on my father’s desk.

      Without using a coaster.

      I bit my lip and felt another thrill move through me. My father was so anal that even water rings on his Italian imported desk threw him into a fit. And I knew from experience. I swore I still felt the sting of his palm cracking against my cheek when I’d set my glass of orange juice on his desk and he’d found out.

      I would have thought the Russian wasn’t aware of what he did, because honestly it was so minor an infraction, but when he ran a thick, tattooed finger over the rim, then lifted the glass an inch above the wood and let those droplets of water fall onto the desk, I smiled.

      He knew exactly what he was doing.

      This strange sensation moved through me, one I wasn’t sure I could even place a name to.

      And then he turned around, and I knew what I felt.

      Desire. Attraction.

      Dmitry wasn’t what I’d call handsome, not classically, the kind of handsome that would have his face splashed across a magazine. He was too brutal looking, and this savage air surrounded him. He was also far too big and muscular, looking like a tank dressed in expensive material because he wanted to appear like he wasn’t a beast.

      He was painfully handsome to me, though, with striking blue eyes that seemed to clash with his dark features. Dmitry might wear a suit, but I could see more tattoos creeping from under his crisp button-up shirt. I also spied dark ink snaking from the backs of his hands and disappearing under his cuffs.

      I knew—just knew—his entire body was covered in dark shapes and lines.

      I could hear the low buzzing coming from the pocket of his jacket and held my breath as he pulled out his cell phone. He turned partially toward me, his profile now clear.

      His brows were furrowed as he stared down at what was clearly a text. And when he faced me fully, I could see that he couldn’t be more than in his late twenties, maybe only thirty years old. But despite his younger age, there was this hard-core experience that surrounded him. Yes… this man knew about death and violence. He surrounded himself with it. He no doubt relished it.

      He slipped his phone back into his pocket and picked up his glass, moving over toward my father’s bookshelf, where he kept his collection of Fabergé eggs.

      The Russian snorted in an almost irritated way as he reached out and touched one, lightly shifting it so it wasn’t in the same position. I covered my mouth with my hand to suppress my laughter. Oh yes. He knew exactly what he was doing by messing with my father’s things. Because the slight deviations in Marco’s perfect little life wouldn’t go unnoticed.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      My father’s angry voice was like a whip against my skin, and I snapped my head in his direction.

      “You stupid fucking girl. Now you’re sneaking around in the middle of the night, eavesdropping?”

      I’d been so focused on staring at Dmitry that I hadn’t even realized my father had entered his office, or that he’d spotted me. I couldn’t move, fear keeping me frozen in place as my father stormed toward me until he stood right in front of me.

      I opened my mouth, not sure what I was going to say, but his palm rose, successfully having me snap my mouth closed.

      Everything seemed like it was moving in slow motion, time crawling at a snail's pace. I felt my eyes widen, my heart dropping to the pit of my stomach.

      I’d been hit plenty of times by my father. I knew how much it hurt, how the sting wasn’t just superficial, that it burrowed itself deep down inside of me, taking away another layer of hope I had that one day my father would look at me and tell me he loved me.

      I braced, felt my body tense. I even flinched to prepare for it. And then I closed my eyes, bracing myself for the slap. But as the seconds ticked by, I opened my eyes to see Dmitry towering over my father. His tattooed hand curled around my father’s wrist, Marco’s palm still open in preparation to lay into me.

      The two men glared at each other, and I was shocked that Dmitry, who didn’t even know me, who I knew was just as dangerous as my father, had stepped in to intervene.

      To protect me.

      “This is not what we’re going to do, Marco,” the Russian said in his thickly accented voice that wrapped around me like a cocoon. “We don’t go around hitting children.”

      I didn’t like the way I felt when he called me that. A child. Although it was a foolish thing to pass through my mind. He was a grown man. I was barely a teenager. And as I stared up at him, I felt a strange sensation in my belly.

      My father glared at the Russian for a long moment, his jaw clenched tight, his nostrils flaring.

      Finally, he exhaled and jerked his hand out of Dmitry’s grasp. “Claudia. Leave. Go upstairs to bed.” Marco’s nostrils flared again. “Never eavesdrop again.”

      I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to keep staring at Dmitry, yet my feet were moving on their own as I turned and left. But not without looking over my shoulder once more.

      My heart gave this strange little flutter as I noticed he was looking right at me, this hard expression on his face.

      That was the first time I saw Dmitry. And I hadn’t been able to get him out of my mind since.
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      The wedding ceremony was beautiful, the reception classy and packed with people I didn’t know.

      But all I could think about was how terrified I was for my sister. Because when I’d first seen the beast of a man known as Nikolai Petrov, leader of the Bratva in Desolation, New York, all I’d pictured was another man like my father using Amara any way he saw fit.

      I glanced at where Amara stood in the center of the dance floor as she swayed slowly with our father. I could see his pinched expression and her reserved one.

      I wasn’t a religious person by any means, despite my family being devout Roman Catholics, but I’d prayed nightly that my sister would be okay, that her new husband would take care of her, and that she wouldn’t be hurt.

      As if thinking about him caused all rational thought to leave me, I stared across the room at where Dmitry stood with his brother, Nikolai, and a few other Russian men.

      I’d seen so much apprehension and uncertainty in Amara’s face as she’d said her vows standing at that altar. And the entire time, Nikolai watched her with a look that screamed possession and obsession.

      And I didn't know why, but that terrified me.

      My gaze stayed on Dmitry. I hadn’t seen him since he stopped my father from hitting me. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      The suit he wore was exquisitely tailored. But it didn’t hide the raw power that seemed to pour off him.

      Tattoos peeked out from underneath the collar of his shirt and the cuffs on his wrists. I took a moment to cut a glance at my new brother-in-law. Nikolai was just as frightening as his older brother. At only a few inches shorter than Dmitry, and not as bulky, it still didn’t deter anyone and everyone from being terrified of him.

      Nikolai was also covered in tattoos, ones I could see snaking out from underneath his tuxedo. What was with men in the mafia needing to showcase their masculinity, power, and affiliations by splashing them across their bodies?

      I could see bulges under their jackets. I didn’t have to wonder if they had weapons hidden underneath that expensive material to know the truth. In fact, as I looked around the room, I knew every single man in here had a gun strapped to their side.

      I kept to myself and stayed seated at the table, drinking Shirley Temple after Shirley Temple. I snuck a glass of champagne, but I was regretting it now as the bubbles went to my head and made me feel a little nauseous.

      I made my way to the bathroom and splashed water on my face, and when I braced my hands on the sink and stared at myself in the mirror, I felt as if I were looking at a stranger.

      Amara was going off, now a married woman. I didn’t know when I would ever see her again. Father certainly wouldn’t let me go visit. I could barely leave the house as it was, and when I did, he would assign me an armed chaperone.

      I was a prisoner in my own life, and nothing would ever get better. Not unless I escaped, or if I was killed. And the latter wasn’t that farfetched, seeing as my father had plenty of enemies.

      But I couldn’t even leave the house alone. If I was lucky enough to have Gio with me, I could at least have a bit more freedom than if guarded by a chaperone. Gio at least let me wander the stores without being glued to my side.

      But at twenty-one, Gio was being trained to take over after my father either stepped down or was murdered. And because of that, I was seeing him less and less.

      I already felt so alone, suffocating under my father’s control.

      I closed my eyes and exhaled. There would be no leaving. Running away was always on my mind. But where would I go? What money would I use to survive? I couldn’t run and hide with Amara.

      I wouldn’t put her in danger.

      In reality, running away was just a dream. I saw my life flash before me as my father married me off to a cruel man. I’d be beaten, used, and raped until I produced an heir.

      Maybe after the latter, my husband would give me a reprieve and let me be.

      Maybe that’s why I was so disobedient. Talking back and not caring that my father slapped me, cursed at me, and told me I was a worthless daughter.

      Because in the end it didn’t matter if I got upset. It didn’t matter if I was sad or hurt. Nothing would change. My life was already written in the books.

      I didn’t know how long I stood in the bathroom, but it was long enough that I was sure a few songs had been played. I knew nobody would miss me, probably not even realizing I was gone. I finally straightened, about to go back out there, when someone knocked on the door to use the facilities.

      I left, ducking my head to use the long fall of my hair as a sort of shield, but not going back toward the reception hall.

      I passed a few staff members bustling past me with trays in their hands. I wondered if they knew they were serving criminals and killers. I wondered if they knew how dangerous the men just down the hall really were.

      Although I didn't have a chaperone with me, a guard was always with me. I wasn’t a fool in not knowing my father’s men surrounded this facility, that they were in the shadows, weapons strapped to their sides, fingers ready to pull the trigger.

      But I took this small moment of independence in stride. As I moved down the hallway, the plush carpet under my high heels silencing my steps, I was lost in thought as I rounded the corner. The deep, rough voice of my brother-in-law coming from the other end of the hallway had my pulse pounding harder.

      I moved forward, stopping before it rounded once more, and looked around the corner. I saw Nikolai standing in front of my sister’s guard, Edoardo. At a distance it might seem as if Amara’s new husband was just having a conversation with Edoardo. But the atmosphere was charged. It felt dangerous.

      I could feel the volatile energy snaking its way down the hall and wrapping itself around me.

      Time seemed to slow as I watched Nikolai pull out a gun and shoot Edoardo right in the head, splattering blood all over Amara’s wedding dress.

      My sister stood there in shock, eyes wide, lips parted as her security guard dropped to the ground, a corpse at her feet. My mouth cracked open, a scream welling in my throat but refusing to escape.

      And then I felt a hand curl around my arm.

      “Come on, detka. You don’t need to see this.”

      I heard the voice, but it was distant, as if I were treading water. I let myself get pulled away because I felt like I was in such a haze, watching someone get murdered right in front of me.

      My vision was blurry, and I tried to blink it back into focus, wondering if I was going blind. It was only when I realized I was outside, fairy lights from landscaped gardens creating this golden glow all around me, that I found the energy to suck in a great lungful of air.

      Dmitry stared at me with an unreadable expression, like that one and only time we’d met. He was so tall and imposing, big and frightening that I took a step back.

      “I won’t hurt you, malyshka.”

      “What does that word mean?”

      He was silent for a long time, then faced forward and stared out at the grounds. “It means ‘little one.’ It’s a term of endearment.”

      I didn't know how that made me feel, but for just a second I wasn’t thinking about all the bad things happening. I even smiled a little.

      “I don’t know why I'm surprised, why it shocked me so much,” I murmured. I knew violence and blood ran through their veins. It was as if it were a lifesaving entity to them.

      But I’d never actually witnessed it.

      What I saw was nothing like the movies. It was horrifying and terrifying. It was my reality. I swayed.

      “Come on. Sit down.” Dmitry led me over to one of the wrought-iron benches and gently pushed me down. I sank onto the cold metal and placed my head between my legs, feeling nauseous.

      I heard the swish of a lighter and smelled the smoke from a cigarette. I lifted my head to see Dmitry standing several feet back. He had one tattooed hand shoved into the pocket of his suit, the other lifting as he brought the cigarette to his mouth and took another long pull from it.

      We didn’t speak, me because I couldn’t find any words after what I’d just seen, Dmitry—maybe—because he didn’t care or because he felt like he was babysitting me.

      I stared down at my hands, which I’d thrust between my knees to keep them from shaking. I curled my fingers tightly into my palms, my nails digging into the skin.

      “Was this your first time?” he asked as he exhaled, a cloud of smoke filtering out of his mouth before dissipating in front of him.

      Dmitry kept his back to me as he stared out at the gardens. I didn’t answer for a moment, and he didn’t pressure me, didn’t ask again. After taking a deep breath and forcing my hands out from between my knees, I rose and walked over to him.

      I could feel the body heat emanating from him, or maybe it was just because I felt so cold?

      “Yes, it’s my first time seeing somebody killed.”

      He said nothing, didn’t even look in my direction. But I knew he was listening. I felt it. He took several more hits off his cigarette, flicking the ash away in between each hit.

      “For as much of a piece of shit as your father is, I’m surprised he shielded you from violence in our world.”

      As if by memory, all the parts of my body that my father had hit throughout my life tingled. My cheeks. My arms and legs. All the places where he’d left bruises. They came alive to remind me.

      Even my bottom ached in memory from when he’d brought his belt across me when I was just ten years old because I’d spilled his bourbon accidentally.

      “I said it was the first time I’ve seen someone killed. Not that I’ve never experienced violence.” I felt Dmitry look at me then, but I refused to meet his gaze. I doubted I’d see sympathy or empathy.

      I didn’t think men like him could feel such emotions.

      When he wasn’t looking away, I finally glanced at him, pulling back my shoulders and tipping my chin up in an act of defiance.

      Amara always gave me a hard time about being too free-spirited and loudmouthed. It was why I angered my father constantly, but we got one life in this world, and I didn’t want to spend it cowering and being a submissive person when the result was still going to be the same, no matter what.

      I was still going to be sold off like a piece of meat to the highest bidder, whether I was docile and quiet or kicking and screaming the entire way.

      Might as well make my future husband work for it and regret ever taking me as his wife.

      Dmitry smirked. “Thatta girl. Don’t let them see you scared. Don’t let them ever use your perceived weakness against you.” Dmitry faced the gardens again, taking a long drag as he rested his forearms on the stone banister that surrounded the back patio.

      Although he showed no emotion, and there really wasn’t any inclination in his voice when he said that to me, I did smile and felt this swell of pride fill me.

      Because I could tell that this man, who didn’t know me at all, made me feel like I was stronger than I gave myself credit for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Claudia

          

          A WEEK AFTER THE WEDDING
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      I never realized how much life Amara had brought into the house until she was gone.

      And after only a week of her being married off to Petrov, I was feeling the heavy weight and brunt of it settle around my shoulders.

      Father had been busy with work, but when he was around, I stayed out of his way. I could hear him cursing and stomping, every little thing pissing him off.

      He snapped at the staff, said horrible things to Mother, and demanded Gio go everywhere with him.

      Then he’d be gone all hours of the night, sometimes not even coming home at all. I’d seen lipstick smeared on the collar of his button-down one morning, but I had said nothing.

      Men in our world had mistresses. Mother knew. I knew. It was disgusting and disrespectful, and we were supposed to be okay with it.

      The sound of silverware hitting plates, of a fire crackling in front of the dining room table didn’t drown out the oppressive silence that always seemed to cling to my father.

      I rested an elbow on the top of the table and used my fork and pushed around my food.

      My appetite was nonexistent, or maybe it was the company that seemed to be a suppressant of my hunger.

      “Why aren’t you eating?”

      My father’s clipped tone had me involuntarily tensing. I set my fork down and placed my hands in my lap, and gripped the linen napkin tightly. As I stared at my father, there were so many things I wanted to say. I hate you. I wish you loved me. Why are you the way you are?

      But I bit my tongue and shrugged in response to his question.

      “Quit playing with your food like a child.” His expression was as cold as ever as he picked up his wineglass and took a long drink from it.

      My mother sat silently, submissively beside him, eating like a baby bird, as if she were forcing herself to swallow each bite.

      “Where is Gio?” my mother softly asked, not looking at my father as she continued to eat.

      “Work.” That one word was all she’d get. He didn’t even give her the respect of looking at her.

      Work meant one thing. And that was doing my father and the Cosa Nostra’s bidding.

      And as if my thoughts and my mother’s voice had conjured Gio, the sound of the front door opening and closing filtered into the dining room.

      I heard his heavy footfall before he entered the room.

      My mother didn’t look up, nor did my father at Gio.

      I stared at my older brother and took in how he didn’t look as pristine and put together as he normally did, although it was clear he had attempted to. He always had this rough edge to him, and the tattoos that covered him from upper neck to the backs of his hands didn’t help soften him.

      Whereas my father could seem more like a businessman and less like a capo in the Italian mafia by how he dressed and held himself, Gio screamed criminal in the very stereotypical sense.

      Gio’s short black hair was disheveled, as if he’d been running his fingers through it. Maybe he’d just been working out?

      But as I took a closer look at my brother’s appearance, I knew better.

      His shirt was unbuttoned at the collar. And then there was something rust-colored splattered along the white material. He lifted his hands and smoothed them down his jacket, and I noticed his scuffed-up knuckles, ones that looked like they’d been recently tended to.

      “Is it done?” my father asked, still not looking at my brother.

      “Yes.” Gio took the seat beside me and started filling up his plate.

      I picked up my fork and took a bite of my garlicky mashed potatoes, but the texture and flavor was more like wallpaper paste in my mouth.

      There was no conversation, just this uncomfortable silence that I’d gotten far too comfortable with when in my father’s presence.

      “Has anyone spoken to Amara?” Gio asked in between bites.

      He was the only one who could get away with saying things my father didn’t want to talk about. And Amara was one of them.

      “She’s married off. She’s not our problem anymore.” My father’s voice was like a whip across the table, and I looked at my brother, then back at Marco.

      I wanted to ask why he was so cruel, how he could just forget about his daughter simply because she was no longer his “problem.”

      I wanted to yell at my mother and tell her to grow a spine, to ask her if she didn’t miss her daughter. But I pursed my lips, clenched my jaw, and stared at my brother.

      He seemed unaffected by our father’s cold exterior as he shoveled bite after bite into his mouth. I noticed he had a bruise forming on his temple, and more splatters of what I could only assume was blood behind his ear.

      Not even the dark ink that covered him could hide the gore.

      I swallowed down the bile, not really shocked by the clear violence my brother took part in, but knowing it was part of our lives.

      My brother didn’t respond, and my father went back to drinking, but then Gio let his fork fall to the plate with a clatter, grabbed his napkin, and wiped his mouth as he glared at our father.

      “Just because she’s married doesn’t mean I can’t speak about my sister or ask how she’s doing.”

      Suddenly everything became quiet, with me physically tensing.

      I glanced between them. My mother kept her focus on her plate, her throat working as she swallowed. I hated that she acted like this, that she had become so weak and docile, her fear so suffocating that she wouldn’t even stand up for her own children.

      But I also felt sad for her. I wanted to help her even if she didn’t want to help us.

      I couldn’t remember the last time she’d stood up for me or told my father not to lay his hands on me, not to insult or curse at me. No, she turned a blind eye, not caring about anything but her own skin.

      Gio leaned back and picked up his glass of wine that had just been filled by one of the staff. His expression wreaked dominance and challenge directed right at my father.

      “What about you, Mother?” Gio asked. “Have you talked to your eldest daughter?”

      My father slammed his fist down on the table, the dishware bouncing a second before some glasses tipped over from the force.

      I jumped involuntarily and my mother shrank farther into herself.

      Gio looked completely unaffected as he downed the rest of his wine and reached for the bottle, pouring a fresh glass.

      I stared at the bruises that covered his knuckles and pictured how he must have gotten those. What did the other person look like? Probably dead.

      He did our father’s bidding, was a tool to exact violence so Marco’s hands didn’t get dirty.

      And although I loved my brother, was proud of him for standing up to my father, I also wasn’t a fool in thinking he might not be exactly the same man sitting before us if he had that kind of power.

      Because people changed when they had authority.

      “I have some news for you, Claudia.”

      Instantly my body reacted. My spine straightened and my head snapped up as I stared at my father. He wasn’t looking at me, instead gazing into his wineglass as he rolled the liquid around.

      Finally, as if he could now grace me with his focus, my father stared into my eyes.

      “I have a potential suitor coming by next week. Piero of the Rossi family.”

      The name didn’t ring a bell, but it wouldn’t have mattered even if it did. My opinion on any of this was inconsequential.

      “The match will be good and will create an alliance between our two families.” He was silent for a moment, his head cocked to the side as if he were waiting for me to say something. “If your suitor is pleased with you, the wedding will be set three years from now, on your eighteenth birthday.”

      Happy fucking birthday to me.

      I was sure he was expecting an outburst from me. I was good at them.

      But I kept my teeth clenched together, refusing to give him the satisfaction. That’s what he wanted, anyway. He wanted to see the hurt, the display of shock on my face.

      He wanted me to fight back so he could punish me, like it was some sadistic ritual for him.

      Father lifted a dark eyebrow, clearly surprised I said nothing. When the corner of his mouth kicked up, I clenched the linen napkin in my lap so tightly the fibers seemed to embed themselves in my flesh.

      It was then I felt a heavy weight land on top of my two curled ones. I looked down, seeing Gio’s tattooed hand covering mine. When I looked at him, he had his focus on our father.

      His expression showed nothing. He had such a good poker face, but the minor act of solidarity and support meant a lot in easing some of the volatile stress building in me.

      My father snapped his fingers, and the servant came in. Marco waited until his place setting was cleared before rising and picking up his now refilled glass of wine. Without saying a word to his family, he turned and left, the sound of his heavy footfalls growing more distant the farther away he walked.

      I exhaled and slumped in my seat, refusing to cry. I had to be strong. I had to think of a way to get out of this.

      Because I would not end up like Amara, forced to be with a man who would beat and rape me with zero repercussions because I was his wife.

      His property.

      No. I wouldn’t ever allow a man to treat me like I was an inanimate object solely for his pleasure.

      Fuck. That.
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            Dmitry
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      “I’ll toughen you up yet, boy.”

      It wasn’t my father’s words that had icy fear skating down my spine. It was the way he looked at me, the sadistic glint in his eyes.

      A part of me hated Leonid Petrov.

      A piece of me wanted to love him because he was my father.

      But the strongest part of all appeared like a tidal wave. It crashed inside of me and filled me with unadulterated terror whenever he walked into a room.

      At fifteen years old I should have still been treated as the child I was. I should have been innocent, cherished, and shown so much love I suffocated in it.

      But that would have been a wish for a child who’d had any sort of normal childhood.

      Because when you were the son of the Pakhan of the Desolation Bratva, you’re specifically bred for one reason.

      To be molded and trained to follow in my father’s footsteps. To be the heir he needed.

      As the eldest son, it rested on my shoulders, and I gladly took that responsibility if it meant protecting my younger siblings, Nikolai and Tatiana.

      Tatiana would be spared, seeing as she was a female. But she’d still be used like a pawn, sold off to a man of my father’s choosing simply to gain power and make political moves.

      Nikolai… He would be the weapon my father needed to deal with the ugly side. Nikolai would be the emotionless brute who’d use his sociopathic tendencies to do what no one else could.

      “By the wall, boy. You know what to do.”

      My father didn’t wait for me to respond or act. He turned away from me and walked over to where he kept his tools.

      I instantly felt the fire racing along my skin as I moved to the wall, pressing my back to it. I rolled up my shirtsleeves, placed my arms on either side of me, and breathed in and out slowly. He hated when I showed pain and fear.

      Sometimes it was unavoidable. But I had trained myself all these years to bury those emotions deep down.

      My father came back around, the bamboo cane in his hand rusty. My blood. Nikolai’s blood. And God knew who else he’d used it on.

      He stopped a foot from me and looked down at me, the severe expression on his face enough to make a weaker man cower.

      But I was used to it. I was immune. Numb.

      Without preamble or another word spoken, he brought that cane down across my exposed forearms repeatedly, beating me until they ran red with blood and the viscous fluid slid down to my fingertips before dripping onto the floor.

      And still I stood exactly as I had from the beginning—stoic. I stared him in the eye, biting my tongue so hard I tasted a metallic tang fill my mouth.

      One day things would change.

      One day I’d be stronger.

      And Leonid would be the one who had to bite his tongue so he didn’t scream.

      I woke up in a cold sweat, my heart thundering so hard I could hear it in my ears. I ran a hand over my damp face, wiping away the beads of perspiration covering me from head to toe.

      “You fucking bastard,” I murmured and closed my eyes before pushing myself up with a grunt.

      Even from the grave, my fucking father haunted me, reminders of my horrendous childhood and the abuse at his hands.

      I got up and went to the bathroom, splashing cold water on my face, and then leaning on the vanity and just trying to calm myself. I stared into the mirror, looking at the man I’d become.

      On the outside I was strong, big, someone you didn’t fuck with or I’d take your life without a second thought.

      Women from the Old World crossed themselves when they saw me.

      Children cried to their mothers when I walked by.

      Men glanced down so they didn’t make eye contact.

      I didn’t get sadistic pleasure out of these reactions. I wasn't my brother, after all. But it was a necessary evil when you were the leader of the Russian mafia in Desolation, New York.

      I looked down at my arms. The ink trailed from my wrists, marking the backs of my hands and snaking all the way up my shoulders and neck, covering my back. It wasn’t just art.

      It was a shield, camouflage. Especially on my forearms, where the scars from the cane took piece after piece of me.

      The marks my father had given me to “toughen me up” were forever part of me now.

      You couldn’t see them anymore, not unless the light hit them just right. Not unless you ran your fingers over my skin and felt the raised marks.

      There was no shame in what I carried. They weren't something I ever wanted to forget, even if I covered them up.

      The memories of my childhood abuse brought me back to when I’d met with Marco Bianchi, how I’d stopped him from hitting his fifteen-year-old daughter.

      The rage I felt that day was something I hadn't experienced in so long.

      On the outside I’d looked collected. Calm. But on the inside I’d been simmering with rage, wanting nothing more than to snap his hand and bust his nose until blood poured out of it.

      I knew most men in our circles saw women as nothing but property. Our own father had been that way, had seen his children as nothing but heirs, replacements for when he was gone.

      He didn’t love us, didn’t give two shits about us. That’s how most of these men were. But things had changed—were continuously changing—now that Nikolai and I ran the Desolation Bratva.

      We wanted our women to be strong, to fight for themselves and be independent. We wouldn’t fucking stand for abuse. No longer.

      The reign of terror from Leonid Petrov was no more.

      I growled as my thoughts went back to Marco. That fucker. Just thinking about him annoyed the shit out of me. I curled my hands into fists as I remembered him about to hurt his daughter. He was lucky I’d let him go with just a fucking bruise, the mudak. Asshole.

      No matter how much I wanted to beat his ass until he was black-and-blue, I needed his alliance. It was the whole reason we’d arranged a marriage between the Bratva and Cosa Nostra.

      I went back into the bedroom, saw that it was three in the morning, and also knew I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. I dressed in my workout gear, deciding to kill a couple hours in the gym before heading to do some work.

      I heard the light click-clack-click-clack on the floor. A second later Sasha nosed the bedroom door open and strode in.

      “Hey, beautiful girl,” I cooed and crouched down on my haunches to scratch the Doberman behind the ear. I pulled my cell out and sent a text to Rodion. After putting it back in my pocket and paying Sasha some attention, I stood to finish getting ready. Five minutes later there was a knock on my door.

      I had security up the ass around this building, with state-of-the-art cameras, locks, and infrared surrounding all access points. I also had men stationed around the exterior because I didn’t fully trust technology. I could kill a man with the touch of a button if need be.

      I let Rodion in, and Sasha trotted over right away, sitting at my side and staring at the other Russian. I stroked her head as I gave orders to the foot soldier.

      “I’ll be back later. Have her home by then, and make sure you give her the steaks in the fridge after her walk.”

      Rodion nodded and clicked his tongue, calling for Sasha to follow. They left the apartment, and I grabbed my duffel. I made sure I had my guns before pulling one out and strapping it to my side. I threw on a hoodie just as my phone pinged. I grabbed it, reading the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mischa

      

      
        He’s here for training. Should I have him start without you, or do you want to wait to see him train?

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn't need to see how my newest fighter trained. I’d already witnessed how bloodthirsty he was in the cage. It's why I’d brought him into the fold. With my headliner, Razoreniye—Ruin—having told me he wanted out, I’d been in search of someone who could be a contender to the brutal savagery that Ruin had given the spectators. I’d needed someone just as psychotic. And I’d found him. He was known as d'yavol. Devil.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dmitry

      

      
        He knows what to do. Start without me. I'll be there later this morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      I slipped my phone into the pocket of my hoodie and took the elevator down to the garage.

      I owned the entire building, the basement level holding my vehicles, the other two floors storage, and then my place with the entire top level. I’d completely gutted it, making the space open and airy.

      It was simple yet modern, with a minimalistic aesthetic that eased my normally chaotic mind. I had enough clutter and shit going on in my life that I didn’t want my house to reflect that as well.

      I went with the Porsche 911, tossed my bag onto the passenger seat, and climbed in. I started the engine, revved it, then entered the code that let me out of the garage.

      The car was too flashy for the likes of Desolation. A city that was a cesspool of criminals and degenerates. Men like me. Nikolai.
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