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      Award winning author E.M. Shue brings you the start of a new dark bratva series based in Las Vegas.

      The cards are laid out. As the Boss of this town, most men wouldn’t go up against me, but he won’t fold. He’s desperate to win. And desperation leads to drastic measures. As I’d hoped, he bets his last thing of value…her. I’ve bided my time waiting for her to come of age, and now she has.

      I can’t lose.

      I won’t lose.

      I’ll cheat to win her.

      She’s the ante, but I’m her match.

      

      Join Surprises from E.M. to be kept up to date on all her new releases and appearances.

      https://bit.ly/SurprisesfromEM
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      SPARROW

      Taylor Swift blares through my headphones as I sing along and clean the room. I hold the stick vacuum up like a microphone on the pole when the song hits the chorus. I’m energized and several rooms ahead of my counterpart today.

      I strike a pose in the mirror across from the bed and scream when I look up. There’s a man standing in the doorway behind me. Yanking my headphones from my ears, I turn around and hold the vacuum in my hands as a weapon. He doesn’t miss the move and his lips tip up slightly.

      His eyes move down my body from my head to my feet. I’m used to men staring at me. It’s Vegas, where most men think every woman is available for a price.

      Even housekeeping.

      I’m not though.

      I’ve never even been kissed before. Never had a boyfriend. I had to drop out of school when I was fifteen. The only things I’m allowed to do are go to work and home. Even my volunteering is closely monitored. But something about this man affects me. He makes my heart beat faster, and yet he also calms me. Maybe I could let him kiss me just so I would know how it feels. He looks like a man who could kiss a girl like they do in the books and movies.

      I take him in more. He’s dressed in an expensive-looking all-black suit, nothing like the one my brother pulls out when he’s trying to get another loan. He’s taller than me by probably a foot. His long legs carry him toward me. He has no speck of color except for the glint of silver on his belt buckle. His dark brown hair is brushed back and hangs down his neck. He has a trim mustache and beard on his angular chin, but it’s his eyes that I can’t stop looking at. They are such a pale blue they are almost gray, and laser focused on me.

      “Who are you?” he asks me. His voice is deep and heavily accented. It sounds French, but it has a hint of something else to it too. Something I can’t place. I pull my full bottom lip between my teeth and bite it.

      He shouldn’t be in this room. I look over his shoulder and see two equally big, if not bigger, men blocking my only escape. My brother has warned me not to trust men such as these. He says they’ll steal me…for my virginity. He calls them made men, says they are part of the underground. I’m trained not to talk to strangers in general, especially men. They just want to hurt you. My own father and brother have proved that to me my whole life. They’ve beat it into me over the years. I lost my mother because of a man I was supposed to trust.

      “I asked you a question, little one. Answer me,” he growls. He’s now standing directly in front of me, and I have to look up at him.

      “Sp-Sparrow.” My voice catches and I swallow. “Sparrow McCall.” I don’t know why I give him my full name, but some little voice tells me not to push this man. He has a dangerous vibe to him; however, something deep inside me says he wouldn’t hurt me. It’s as if I’ve known him forever.

      “McCall?” He looks over his shoulder at the men behind him, and one of them nods. “You’re related to Brett?” he asks, looking down at me again.

      I nod and swallow deep before I answer him. “He’s my brother.”

      He rears back like he’s been slapped then advances on me. I step back and hold the vacuum up between us. Is this man here because my brother owes him money?

      “Don’t come any closer. I’ll scream.” My voice trembles. I’m not so much scared as concerned about what he’s going to do. I turn my head to the side, waiting for the slap to come. I should stand up for myself, but I just can’t. The reaction is too ingrained in me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to talk back. If he owes you money, I can pay. Please don’t hurt me,” I beg him.

      His hand wraps around my chin and tips my head up to look him in the eye. His grip is firm but gentle, something I haven’t felt in a long time. His long fingers caress my cheek. He smells like spicy cigars. The aroma is enticing, not like the yucky ones I’m used to smelling. The scent along with the deep wood and cinnamon fragrance of his cologne pulls me in. It’s clean and I like it.

      “Who has put their hands on you, malen'kaya ptitsa?” His voice is so soft but still deep and rumbling.

      I don’t know if I could lie to him. Something deep down inside me makes me think I won’t be able to. But I can’t stop myself from trying. I look down. “No one.” His grip tightens ever so slightly.

      “Don’t lie to me, ptitsa.” There is a bite in his voice. He could tell I was lying when I wasn’t even looking at him, just like I worried. My brother can’t tell when I’m lying to him while looking him right in the eye. Maybe it’s because I learned to lie to him when I was small due to the fact he’d hurt me if I didn’t sometimes. Who am I kidding? Brett would hurt me all the time if he could. He hates that I was born and our mother loved me so much.

      “I can’t tell you.” I’m honest this time because if Brett ever learned I gave this man his name, he’d beat me worse than he already does.

      “Ptitsa.” He leans over me, his face drawing closer to mine. “How old are you, Sparrow?” he asks. My name is a sigh on his breath. He is so close to my lips I feel the puff of air from each word against them.

      “Seventeen.” I practically moan, and he pulls back.

      “Tell me when.”

      “When what?” I draw my brows down, not sure what he’s asking me.

      “When you are legal.”

      “September.” I don’t know why I’m giving him everything he asks for. “What is ptitsa?” I try to say the foreign word just like he does, but I know I slaughter it.

      He smiles as he looks down at me with his hand still wrapped around my chin. Even his hands are big.

      “Bird.” He releases me and turns to walk away. He stops and looks back at me when he reaches the door. “You have until then to get yourself ready.”

      “Ready for what?” My voice sounds breathless.

      “Me,” he growls. “Don’t let any man touch you. Any part of you.” The last bit of his statement has a bite to it. He walks out and leaves me standing there confused.

      I rush to the door and look down the hall. “But I don’t know you.” I raise my voice so he can hear me, but he keeps walking.

      “You don’t know who that is?” a voice says from behind me. I turn to see one of the other housekeepers watching him walk away with a look of appreciation in her eyes. I feel like smacking that look off her face, but I don’t.

      “No. Who is he?”

      “That, little girl, is a man. A very important man.” Her hand goes to her hip, and she bats her eyes at me. She’s constantly trying to pick up men. The urge hits me again to smack her for looking at him like that.

      “Okay, so what kind of important man?”

      “That is Andrei Morosov, the head of the Bratva.” She turns and walks away from me with her hips swinging. I know about the Bratva. My brother has told me terrible things about them.

      I step back into the room, and for the rest of my workday, I think of Andrei over and over.
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      ANDREI

      I watch her from my seat in the blacked-out SUV. The windows are tinted so dark people don’t know I’m back here. It’s one of the reasons I liked the Escalade. I normally have Mikhail and Dmitri drive me around in my Maybach, but ever since Sparrow came into my life in January, I’d rather be in this vehicle. I can watch her without her knowing I’m there, and others don’t know I’m there either.

      Three more months until I’ll be able to go to her. At least that’s the plan. My home is ready for her, and I’ve made sure she knows I’m still here. I send her gifts every week, sometimes multiple times.

      Today I had Mikhail take her dinner. She’s met both of my best friends and bodyguards several times. I don’t go near her though. The temptation is too great. If I get close to her again, I’ll throw her over my shoulder and take her to my home. I’ll break the rules and take her. I’d break the law for her, and I know it. I look down at the pocket kerchief I’ve been wearing with my suits lately. The blue-green color reminds me of her eyes. It’s the only color present against all the black I wear.

      I can’t help the smile that comes to my face as I think of the first time Dmitri met her in person. She screamed and begged him not to kidnap her and sell her into slavery. He almost dropped what he was carrying because he couldn’t believe she would think that of him. Yes, he’s bigger than me, both in height but also in build. His tattoos are as visible as mine. He keeps his blond hair in a buzz cut. He’s intimidating to most people in our field, which is good. Sparrow’s reaction to him was funny at the time. But now that I’ve learned more about her brother, I realize why she said that. Brett controls her with fear. I suspect he does more than that, and the next time I see bruises on her he’ll become buzzard food in the desert.

      I can’t wait until I have her under my roof and my body. I’ll worship her and treat her like she deserves. I’ve never felt like this before with a woman. But the moment I heard Sparrow singing out loud and watched her dancing around the room, I knew. Growing up, my babushka told my siblings and me that we were destined to have great loves because of what our parents put us through. She is angry with how her own son treated us. Yes, he’s not only our father but the Pakhan, the leader of the organization; however, she feels he could have spent more time with us instead of letting her raise us. She says she doesn’t regret it though.

      My mother married my father at the same age Sparrow will be soon. Of course, their marriage was arranged, but my father loved her as best he could. He ended up cheating on her all the time. Hence how my brother and sister came to be born. That’s something I won’t do to my Sparrow. When my mother left my father, I was only four years old. She moved back to France and moved on with her life. I spent most summers with her, until her death. Though my brother and sister are half siblings, we don’t count that; we are all a family. Babushka made sure of that. She took care of all three of us. We grew up mostly here in Vegas. I still have my accent because of the time I spent with my mother and because of my father. It’s been a curse most of my life; however, women find it sexy and throw themselves at me. Men hate it because they think I’m going to come after their women. I don’t cheat. I don’t like cheaters. But that doesn’t change their minds.

      Focusing back on my woman, I watch as she cleans the salon. It’s almost seven at night and she’s still working. She works too much. She worked at the hotel from six this morning until two. From there she went to a shelter she volunteers at, then she moved to the commercial businesses she cleans starting at six in the evening. I’m beginning to realize her brother uses all their money to pay for his gambling habit. I’ve put around the word that he’s not to get credit from any of the loan sharks in town. He’ll have to come to me pretty soon, or he’ll learn and stop. I highly doubt he’ll stop because he’s just like his father before him. The rumor is that another made man had her father killed and buried in the desert somewhere.

      Good for nothing is what they both are.

      I’ll probably end up having to do the same with Brett.

      I watch as she swings her hips, similar to what she did when I first saw her. The movement makes me think of what it’s going to be like the first time I take her. I’ll worship her beautiful body. Her small B cup breasts will fit perfectly into my hands as I pound into her. I can’t wait to see if her nipples are rosy in color. The thought of her tight, sweet cunt wrapped around my cock, strangling it, has me groaning. I’ve been hard as a rock since that first moment in January when I saw her. If she had been eighteen, I would have thrown her over my shoulder and taken her back to my house right then.

      “Boss, Gray wants to meet.” Mikhail interrupts my dirty thoughts.

      “Why?” I bark, not wanting to leave right now. I’ve put in appearances at my businesses. As it’s getting closer to her birthday, it’s been harder for me to be away from her. I suspect my father knows something is going on, and I’ll have to return to the cardroom and restaurant soon.

      “He says it’s urgent.”

      “Fine. We can leave here as soon as Sparrow is done.” It will be late. I’m aware my brother has a new woman, but he can make her wait. I have new priorities.

      “He said twenty minutes.” Mikhail’s voice has a hint of something in it. If anyone else tried to give me orders, Mikhail would tell them otherwise. But he knows if Grayson is calling a meeting, something big is going on. “He sounds grumpy. I heard his new woman left him.” His words stop me for a moment. From what I saw, Gray felt about his girl what I feel for Sparrow. Him letting her go doesn’t sound like what I would do. I need to find out what’s going on.

      “Fine.” I watch Sparrow for a moment longer and know she’s safe because I have other guards on her. Some of them will be her personal guards when I bring her in. The two men in the front seat have been by my side since I was young. Dmitri’s own father is my father’s second and personal guard too. Being second to the Pakhan is a huge deal and something Dmitri and Mikhail both respect.

      Mikhail’s family came over from Russia with my father. He was raised in a long-standing, devoted Bratva family until his parents were both killed. My babushka took him in because of their sacrifice. Being raised with both Mikhail and Dmitri, they know how important Sparrow has become to me.

      At first Mikhail thought I’d lost my mind, and Dmitri tried to get me to turn my eye toward a more appropriate woman. But there is no one more perfect for me than Sparrow. Yes, she’s seventeen years younger than me, but I don’t care. Her sweet innocence and compassion for others shines brighter than any other woman I’ve been with. Even though my girl struggles and works so hard, she still makes time to volunteer at a shelter that helps women escape bad situations.

      As the SUV pulls away from the curb, I take one last look at my girl. She turns and follows the movement of the vehicle, as if she knows I’m watching her from it. I’m not a fate kind of guy; I believe every man makes his own way. But something about Sparrow feels right and perfect.

      We pull up to the front of my brother’s casino, and I wait until Mikhail opens the door. I step out and shake my legs, getting circulation back after sitting for so long. I walk toward the entrance with my head held high and not so much as a glance at others around me. Babushka taught my siblings and me that we are above others because of who our father is. Mikhail and Dmitri, on the other hand, have their heads on a constant swivel, making sure there are no dangers lurking around. It’s not that I don’t care about my safety, of course I do. But I’m really good at reading an area before I even step out of the vehicle, and I can fight for myself. I only have a security detail because it’s required and because they wanted to do it aside from being my seconds in command and heads of the brigadiers.

      As I stroll inside, I assess there is more hotel security milling around than usual. They are trying to blend in but failing because of their increased presence. Yes, there is definitely something going on.

      My brother’s casino is outright owned by him and not the family. But he still has ties to the Bratva, such as hiring people who want to go legit and get out of the organization. I respect the fact that some people don’t want to be a part of the Bratva, my brother and sister included. My brother has always wanted to own his own casino, and he worked hard to get it.

      Grayson’s best friend and assistant, Aleksei, is waiting for me and moves us toward a private doorway. Someday I expect Grayson to make Alek his partner and offer him partial ownership of the casino too. We move through the back of the casino into the inner bowels, where offices and staff are. Alek flashes his security card when we reach the elevator. The doors open, and once inside, he does it again. The elevator ascends to the private office and security floor, where Gray’s executive office is located. It is only accessible by personnel who meet special requirements.

      We move off the elevator as a group, none of us making chitchat or socializing. Alek is silent, which confirms my suspicions that something very serious is going on. When he opens the door to Gray’s office and I see my brother’s disheveled appearance,  I’m taken aback.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask in greeting. His eyes, identical to my own, move to me. His normally pressed suit is wrinkled. His hair is down from the normal tie or slicked back style he wears it in. I can tell he’s been pulling at it. The dark circles under his eyes and his untrimmed beard and mustache speak of his anxiety.

      “We have issues. Someone has been trying to hack the system, and for some fucked-up reason there are runners on the premises. I’ve had gaming commission officials dropping in for surprise inspections. They’ve hinted that complaints have been made. On top of all that, we’ve caught a couple guys counting cards. And Babushka chased off my woman.”

      “Well, that could be a good thing. Babushka has a sense of people; maybe this girl is after all this.” I wave my hand around and then unbutton my jacket to take a seat across the desk from him.

      “She’s my wife.” He drops the bomb. “She had no clue this is mine. She had no clue about us.” He moves his hand between the two of us and then my guys. “Babushka judged Erika based on her appearance instead of her heart. I have a call into Father to discuss my wife and what’s going on here.”

      “Guys, out,” I order my men, and they step out. When we talk to Father, we don’t usually have an audience. I dial his number knowing unfortunately that he’ll take a call from me faster than he will from Grayson. It has nothing to do with the fact that I’m his legitimate son but more to do with the fact I run his business here.

      “Syn.” His thickly accented voice comes across the line, calling me son in Russian. He’s always spoken a blend of English and Russian around me, just as my mother did French. Because of that, I speak all three languages fluently.

      “Pakhan.”

      “Your brother is trying to get a hold of me. Do you know why?”

      “I’m here, Otets,” Gray says loud enough for him to be heard across the speakerphone. Gray calls him Father instead of his title as head of the Bratva.

      “Well?”

      “I wanted to go over a few things with you.”
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