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Chapter 1

Angel
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The small West End theatre with its flamboyant red velvet curtain, sloping seats, and scuffed wooden stage seems quiet without its actors prancing about and spouting rehearsed lines. I’ve heard of this place, even passed it a time or two but wasn’t aware it was still in use. Why would I? I don’t frequent these kinds of places. As Jefe of the Spanish Royal Bastards mafia, I don’t go many places that don’t involve my business. I live in a glass cage of my own creation. Present, visible but separate. The loneliness has grown since my younger brothers branched out to take over their own territories, even though that had always been the plan.

More men file into the space. Some I recognize. Others, I don’t. Like all theatres in London’s West End, the seats are squeezed together like braced teeth, harkening back to a day when people were much shorter. Certainly, shorter than me. The creators of these seats, like the creators of this place, didn’t design them for a 6’4 Spaniard. The space between my shoulder blades tingles, and a sense of unease washes over me. I don’t turn. My men are stationed at the rear of the theatre, watching my back. Even so, my body tenses.

“What are we doing here, Lazaro? I’m not a fan of theatrics.”

A grin splits my youngest brother’s face, and he leans in close like he’s about to tell me a secret. His fingers flit, flashing his Dia de los Muertos tattoo on his hand. No doubt missing the gun that’s normally present. I indulge the baby of the family even though he turned thirty-two a month ago and is by far my most deadly enforcer despite his mischievous, disarming appearance. “Mi hermano, I thought you might like to see what the Kozlov Bratva, and his cousin from North London get up to on their days off.”

For the last year, the West London Bratva and I have been in a brutal war over the moneyed section of the west territory. I have successfully chipped away at his land and businesses, putting me in position to take over. And I will now that my three younger brothers are ready to go after the rest of the Bratva network across the city.

Lazaro gives a minute jerk of his head to the left. I shift ever so slightly, while still keeping to the shadows, then stiffen in my seat. Nicolai Kozlov sits across the aisle toward the front of the theatre near his Bratva cousin, Rurik Arman. Their men keep a respectful distance, while watching the crowd.

“Have you been monitoring Rurik?”

“Sí,” Lazaro says. 

“Are you ready to move on his territory?”

“Yes. Just say the word.” He gives me a terrifying smile. The kind of smile his targets receive right before they die. “There will be much blood.”

“Don’t look so excited by the prospect. It’s disturbing.”

He shrugs but is unrepentant. 

On the opposite side of Kozlov, a pale, slight, wide-eyed man with a sweat-stained face trembles. Don’t recognize the man, but I recognize his type and why he’s sweating. He’s waiting to see if he’ll live or die. All men who owe a Bratva or in my case, a Spanish Royal Bastard money and can’t pay look like sniveling, pissing, shuddering blobs of flesh.

“Kozlov’s very interested in that family’s assets.” Lazaro indicates to the groveling man. Given the state of the man’s wrinkled clothes and grubby appearance, he possesses nothing of worth. Nothing a Bratva boss like Nicolai would want, anyhow.

Souring, I glance at Lazaro. “What could he possibly have that would appeal to the Kozlov Bratva?”

“What indeed.” Lazaro’s brown eyes twinkle with mirth. The baby of our family was born with a quick smile that could charm the panties off a ninety-year-old nun.

My hand moves to the gold sun medallion around my neck. I thumb the warm metal and strive for calm.

Lazaro notices and smiles. “Nice to see you wearing our gift.”

“Some gift.” I grunt. I’d received the medallion from my brothers, Rafael, Gabriel and Lazaro on my fortieth birthday. They’d said they got it so I’d always be able to see the Spanish sun even in the UK gloom. Very thoughtful or so I believed...for about five minutes. I know my brothers well and wasn’t fooled by their angelic smiles.

It took me less than a day of examining the necklace to find the hidden tracker device tucked inside one of the sun’s rays. I immediately demanded access to the app and then proceeded to change the account password. Now only I can track the short-range necklace and they are no longer able to follow my movements.

They said they’d done it because they worry about my safety. As the head of the Spanish Royal Bastards, I have the most responsibility and the biggest target on my back. But as their oldest brother, their protector and their leader, I refuse to be tracked like a stray puppy. 

A blonde woman with ample assets steps onto the stage, giggles, and exits back behind a red velvet curtain. A moment later, the curtains open and a bevy of beautiful, young women dressed in designer gowns saunter across the stage. All smile at the ‘audience’, all except the one with the barely there makeup and natural beauty bringing up the rear.

My breath catches as my heart, an organ I thought long dead, thunders in my chest. A sense of familiarity that shouldn’t exist between strangers washes over me. It’s a knowing so deep, primitive and raw that it’s startling. For the first time in my long life I can see a future with children and a family. And it terrifies me. I don’t have a romantic bone in my body nor do I believe in fairytales, but if I did, I’d swear I just fell in love at first sight. 

The brunette wears an ill-fitting slip dress far inferior to the others and wobbles like she’s never worn a pair of high heels in her life. Her smile holds no warmth. It’s one of bared teeth and sheer determination, like it’s taking everything to put one foot in front of the other and not bolt. Her gaze sweeps the audience with disdain, until she spots the West London Bratva. His gaze narrows when he sees her, and her disdain falters, morphing into fear, but she doesn’t turn away. So brave.

I don’t like the way she’s looking at him. Something unbidden rises inside of me. Something I refuse to call jealousy. Scowling, I ask, “Is this some kind of beauty pageant?”

My brother shakes his head. “Pageant, no.”

“Charity event?”

Lazaro’s smirk disappears. “The Bratvas don’t do private charity events.”

Not liking where this is going, I glower at my youngest brother. “You’re trying my patience, mi hermano.” My brother.

Lazaro sighs and puts me out of my misery. “It’s a virgin auction.” His distaste evident in his expression.

My gaze pins him. “A what?” Convinced I must have misheard him.

He opens his mouth, but I hold up my hand halting whatever he’d been about to say.

I’d heard of such things and knew they took place in England and Italy to consolidate power or for strategic purposes, but I never thought I’d sit in the audience of one. “Tell me this isn’t a sex thing and we’re about to witness an orgy.”

“It’s not,” Lazaro says. “Well, not entirely. Sex is part of it, but no one is here to witness the act. You remember what sex is, don’t you brother?”

I did, but it’s been years since I’ve taken a woman to my bed, not that I’d ever admit as much to any of my brothers. My pitiful love life is none of their business and I don’t want their sympathy.

I have only one question. His answer will determine whether I turn this event into a bloodbath. “Are the women willing?”

“Some. Probably most.” Lazaro’s expression darkens. “But I suspect not all, given Kozlov’s and Arman’s known proclivities.”

Not all. 

My gaze strays to the brown-haired beauty. Is she one of the ones who wants to be here? The need to protect her is all encompassing. My gut twists. “I want no part of this,” I grit out and rise from my seat.

“Wait, Angel.” Lazaro catches my arm, then indicates to the man next to Nicolai, who’s animatedly pointing at the stage. “You need to see this.”

“I’ve seen enough.” The feckless man points at the stunning brunette and I hesitate. “Who is that man?”

“Her father, Oliver Evans.”

Fuck! I drop back into my seat. A vein in my temple pulses as I mentally run through all the ways I’ll make him hurt.

Nicolai

The audacity of the brown-haired woman as she strolls with the others across the stage is staggering. “What is the meaning of this?”

Oliver Evans rises from his seat, mouth hanging open and his eyes bulging as he sees his oldest daughter, Daisy.

“Sit!” I snap.

Like an obedient dog, he collapses onto his seat. “I don’t understand.”

I do not bother to hide my fury.

He gulps. “I swear. It was all arranged.”

“Obviously it wasn’t.” My voice holds a cruel tone, but then it always does. “We had an agreement. Your youngest daughter, Rose for removal of your debts. I thought I made that clear. Did you think I would settle for Daisy?” I wave a hand in her direction. She is a decent looking girl, but too docile for my tastes. She doesn’t possess the fire, the access or the skill set of her little sister. “Do I look like the kind of man who settles for anything?”

“N-no, Mr. Kozlov.” He pulls out his phone, his fingers shaking as he texts Rose. “I don’t know where she is. She should be here. She said she would be. Maybe she got sick?”

My eyes narrow. “Or maybe you’re trying to double-cross me.”

Oliver pales. “I would never. I’m sure there’s a logical explanation for the mix-up.”

I was sure there was, too, and I was staring at her. If I were prone to such things as admiration, I’d respect Daisy’s cunning for temporarily outfoxing me and trying to protect her little sister, but I’m not. I consider leaving the auction, stuffing Oliver into a barrel and sending him to the bottom of the Thames, but I’m not one to pass up an opportunity. 

And whether she knows it or not, Daisy Evans has given me the perfect opportunity to get my hands on the woman I want. The sisters are close and have proven they’d do anything to protect each other. There’s no way her lethal little sister will allow anything to happen to her. Once she realizes I’ve bought Daisy, Rose will come to me. I glare at Daisy and she pales. Yes, she will make the ideal bait.

Angel

A slimy-looking announcer steps forward and the bidding begins. The blonde, who no doubt wants to be here, is bought by Rurik Arman, the butcher of the north. She seems ecstatic at the prospect of bedding him and becoming part of the Bratva empire. I doubt she’ll feel the same when he’s done with her.

Next up is mi tentación. My temptation. No, not mine. The stunning brunette is no one to me. My cock stirs and I inwardly curse.

She moves into the spotlight looking more like a sacrificial lamb than a vixen.

Silence descends in the theatre. Not a single hand raises.

“You said everyone here attends for strategic reasons.”

“Sí.”

“Then why isn’t anyone bidding on her?” Because they sense she’s mine.

Lazaro shrugs. “There must be a reason.”

“Do they not have eyes?” Can’t they see what I see? She’s all soft curves and lovely features. A perfect plum, sweet, juicy and ripe for the picking. Her lustrous hair glows under the spotlight. I’d love to wrap those long, walnut strands in my fist, while I drive my cock deep inside her. The thought hardens me.

Lazaro’s lips twitch. “You could bid on her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous! What would I do with a virgin half my age?” And she is young. The spotlight illuminates what the makeup cannot disguise. Her youthful vitality makes me feel every one of my forty years. I’m old enough to be the girl’s father.

Lazaro coughs. “I can think of a few things.”

My squelching glare doesn’t intimidate my brother. “If you want to live, I suggest you stop thinking those thoughts this instant.”

His brows rise in amusement. “Threatening me proves it’s been way too long, big brother, since you’ve had sex.”

The jab lands. “Not so long that I’d defile an innocent girl.” But I want to. My palms itch to touch her, to take her, to claim her. And then what? It’s not like I could marry her. She has her whole life ahead of her and mine is half over. That doesn’t stop a vision of her ripe with my child from flashing through my mind. My fists clench.

Lazaro’s expression turns solemn. “You’ve worked hard for our family, mi hermano. There’s nothing wrong with demanding something for yourself. None of us would think less of you.”

The truth kicks a hole through my ribcage, but I ignore the agony. Ignore him. Ignore the longing in my cold, dead heart. “This must be a sick game she and the Bratva are playing with each other. She’s staring at him expectantly. Maybe she gets off on being humiliated.” But something about her expression tells me I’m wrong. She has too much pride. Pride and...determination? My ancient eyes can’t tell from this distance.

“I wouldn’t call that staring,” Lazaro says. “More like glaring.”

He’s right. Her hot gaze is burning a hole in the side of Nicolai’s head. I silently will her to move on. It’s obvious he doesn’t share her interest. “What possible strategy could there be in their match?”

“One we’re obviously missing,” Lazaro says. “And that worries me.”

Nicolai is toying with the desperate man, playing with his food before he chews it up and spits it out. The Bratva leader is cruel, but not stupid. Whatever he wants from this family, it’s not an innocent virgin, though he won’t turn down the opportunity to fuck one. If it’s something valuable enough for Nicolai to go to all this trouble, then I need to find out what it is and get my hands on it first. I cannot afford to let the Bratvas of London gain the upper hand when my brothers and I are so close to driving them out of the UK.

Oliver Evans and the Bratva converse. If anything, Evans’s face leaches more color. He panics when the Kozlov Pakhan looks away from the stage in feigned disinterest. Evans’s fingers interlock in a sadistic pantomime that switches from begging to pleading. 

“Something is wrong.”

“Sí, Jefe,” Lazaro says. “You should do something about it.”

Maybe I will.
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Chapter 2

Daisy
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The plastic number card in my hand bites into my palm as I grip it like it’s the last life preserver on the Titanic. What am I doing here? I’m a part-time library assistant and cleaner, for goodness’ sake. A shiver racks my body. Okay, stupid question. I know why I’m here, but that doesn’t mean I want to be here. All the girls cross the stage before once again slipping behind the curtain.

You’re doing this for Rose, I remind myself. That’s why I’m backstage at this absurd, antiquated auction, waiting to step into a room full of criminals all preparing to bid on my virginity. My sister doesn’t know that I’m here. I might’ve given her the wrong time...and venue. We had a row last night over who should go. She insisted she could take care of herself and the Bratva. She’s still at Uni finishing up her degree. I picture my little sister’s twenty-one-year-old, beautiful, naïve face, then the West London Bratva. It’d be a slaughter. 

The other women are wearing sexy designer gowns that emphasize and enhance their natural attributes, and cost more than a year’s worth of rent on our flat. The ill-fitting, leftover ‘costume’ dress given to me in the dressing room rides up, baring much of my thighs. I tug at the hem and try not to think about how many unfortunate girls wore it before me. Too tight and too low-cut, the emerald slip dress barely covers my plump bottom and healthy chest. Apparently, the charity shop sundress I arrived in hadn’t been ‘enticing’ enough, according to Max, the ringmaster of this ‘cattle’ auction. Cue stomach tumbles. I will not throw up.

“Get it together, Daisy,” I mutter under my breath. As pep talks go, it is lacking a certain something. My toes pinch in the half-size too small heels and I wobble. I’d used part of our grocery money to buy the secondhand shoes, since I didn’t own a pair of high heels. It was a splurge my family can’t afford, but I’ll make sure Rose eats even if I don’t. Our father can fend for himself since this mess is all his fault.

The thick, red velvet curtains billow in front of me as an anemic fan kicks on, causing the other girls around me to titter like eager sparrows drawn to the promise of birdseed. Why are they excited? Don’t they understand this is demeaning? Degrading? Horrifying?

It only takes a single glance at the bracelets emblazoned with their family names to realize that yes, they are well aware of why we’re here. In their cases, to solidify an alliance with another mafia family or a mega-rich CEO. In my case, to settle a debt.

I’m not part of a powerful mafia family. I am not part of a mafia family period. No, I’m here because my wastrel of a father owes money to Nicolai Kozlov, the Bratva of West London, and his brutal North London cousin, Rurik Arman. Once Nicolai is done with him, Rurik will get his pound of flesh, though I doubt there’ll be anything left.

Bruises and three broken fingers didn’t cover his losses this time around. The sum is too great. We don’t own our flat, so there is nothing to give as collateral. Or so we thought until Nicolai suggested exchanging my little sister’s virginity for wiping out the debt. That will never happen as long as I draw breath. The fact that our father actually agreed to the proposition still infuriates me. 

With no options left, I volunteered to take her place. If the Bratva wants a virgin, I’ll give him a virgin. Just not the virgin he asked for. I’m only a year older, but all the years of caring for our family and getting by without makes a difference. I’ve sacrificed so Rose never had to.

The man who plans to purchase and defile Rose is a six-foot-two wall of muscle. There isn’t an ounce of softness anywhere on forty-five-year-old Nicolai Kozlov. His broken nose, frosty grey eyes, and the scar splitting his right cheek reflects his close personal relationship with pain. Hushed rumors circulate backstage about the last woman he slept with ending up in the hospital.

No way would my soft-hearted sister recover from a twenty-four-hour encounter with the Russian kingpin, but I will. I hope. All I have to do is survive a single night, then Nicolai says he’ll forgive our father’s debt and release me. The Bratva has no interest in taking me or Rose as a bride. He only wants to punch Rose’s V-card. He’ll just have to accept me as a consolation prize. Once he’s slaked his lust, we can all start over. I can start over.

“Tiffany will go first, then you’ll be up next,” a man called Max says from beneath thick lips and an overly waxed moustache that would make Poirot blush. He doesn’t bother trying to remember my name. Compared to the other women, who are here to make advantageous matches to bolster their families’ power, I am insignificant. He pats the side of his head, his dark hair a distant memory of the past, but that doesn’t stop him from combing the straggly remains across his bald scalp. Max’s brown suit jacket gave up all hope of being closed several steak pies ago, while the buttons on his shirt strain to keep his gut confined. He is one deep breath away from them popping off and pinging across the stage.

The curtains part, and he steps through, taking his position behind a microphone. He grins. “Welcome Gentlemen! Please take your seats. The auction is about to begin. Opening bids will start at a hundred thousand. We’ve inspected the products and they’re guaranteed to be fresh.” Max sounds like he’s talking about sweetcorn, not virgin women. Perhaps in his mind, we are un-shucked ears. Ripe for the picking.

My hands tremble as I run them over the shiny, garish green material once more.

Will anyone notice the small tear in the dress? Will they care? They’ll probably only be looking at what is stuffed inside, I remind myself, then glance over at Tiffany and quietly groan. Her honey-blonde hair hangs in waves down her back, and her makeup is flawless—thanks to the professional stylist her family hired. Nothing boosts confidence like following a living Barbie onto a stage.

Swiping my index fingers beneath my eyes, I make sure my mascara hasn’t migrated into raccoon territory, then touch my hair before dropping my hand. It doesn’t matter what I look like, doesn’t matter that my eyes and hair are brown or that my ample chest and generous hips are trying to escape this dress. Unlike these other girls, I know who’s buying me. A monster.

But I don’t envy these women. There’ll be no love matches for any of them. These are only emotionless transactions that will end in a mutually beneficial marriage. I’ve never dated or met anyone wealthy. Working two jobs and fighting to keep our family fed and housed hasn’t exactly given me time for a social life. Hence the intact V-card.

The curtain parts and Max introduces Tiffany. She pastes a vacant beauty pageant smile on her face and steps out as if she’s making her stage debut. With a roll of her hips, she flashes those long legs, drawing a collective gasp and wolf whistles from the crowd. The chances of me receiving a reaction like that are on par with Pluto being welcomed back as a planet.

There’s no reason to be nervous. My heart pounds in my chest, attempting to break out of my ribcage and run away. “Don’t throw up. Whatever you do, don’t vomit,” I murmur.

The bidding on the blonde is fast and furious but ends quickly when the Bratva kingpin next to Kozlov shells out an obscene amount of money for her. I’m kind of surprised since I didn’t think any of the Bratvas were looking for wives.

“And the winning bid goes to Rurik Arman.” The announcement barely leaves Max’s mouth before the Bratva nods to Nicolai, then gathers his men and goes. Max snaps his fingers at me. “Come on, girl. Get a wiggle on.”

The room smells of money and fear. Okay, perhaps the fear is coming from me. It’s too late to sniff under my arms to check.

Squinting, I stand under the blinding, hot lights, spine straight, fists clenched at my sides as I fight the urge to flinch when Max announces my starting price. The men in the shadows don’t leer or catcall. There’s no reaction from them at all. Somehow, the silence is worse. My self-esteem plummets into the abyss. My father is shocked but cannot meet my gaze. Coward.

The men are probably wondering what I’m doing here. Their regard is clinical. Like I’m a dodgy side of beef on display in a butcher shop that’s been hanging on a hook a few days too long. The price might be right, but only if you’re willing to gamble with food poisoning.

Once the bidding starts, I’m supposed to close my eyes, though I’m not sure why since I don’t know nor do I care to know any of these men. Max was very clear about the rules he handed me backstage. Following the rules hasn’t done me much good lately, so I ignore them.

The Bratva takes one look at me and his face turns into a stony tomato. He’s not a happy bunny...and neither is my father, if all the frantic whispering in Nicolai’s ear is any kind of sign. I’d love to believe he’s reconsidered and is trying to cancel their deal, but I know better. He’s trying to save his own hide. Anger rolls off Nicolai. Rose isn’t here, so take it or leave it, big guy, because I’m the only Evans girl you’re going to get.
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