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      “Your name is Kara… Karen—”

      “It’s Nina.”

      The female warden peered at me over her glasses, pursing her lips to disguise a sneer.

      “Karina Pavlov,” she decided.

      I winced.

      She was close. In the right neighborhood, just the wrong house.

      Karenina Pavlova was not that hard to pronounce, but still I preferred Nina to the name my father bestowed on me at birth. Karenina always prompted questions about where I was from.

      The answer: none other than the exotic maternity ward at UW Medical Center. My parents were the European imports, not me.

      “Nina,” I insisted. “I go by Nina.”

      “Miss Pavlov, we’re here today to review your sentence,” she announced, steamrolling ahead.

      I sighed, slumping in my chair, the movement jingling the cuffs on my wrists and the shackles at my ankles. The panel, made of various senior members of the prison board sat a couple of yards from me, side by side along a long table, jury-style. It was like court all over again.

      “It’s Pavlova, actually. Like the dessert.”

      The woman’s sharp eyes shot up to me again, a muscle under the left one jumping with an annoyed twitch. I suppressed a smirk and swallowed the tiny bite of guilt that surfaced with it.

      Finding joy in upsetting others is unkind, Karenina…

      My childhood nanny’s voice recited in my head.

      But then why is it so fun, Anya? I always asked.

      They didn’t pay this woman seated at the table enough to do her job, but I shouldn’t have been here in the first place. If anyone had a right to be annoyed, it wasn’t that bitch.

      “If you could remain silent until asked a direct question, this process will go much more smoothly, Miss Pavlov.”

      My eyes fluttered, blinking innocently.

      What was she going to do? Send me to prison?

      I almost snorted.

      Cold, bright white fluorescent lights shone their dead light over the room, giving everybody’s skin a sick, corpse-like pallor. The edges of the wooden furniture showed signs of age and misuse. The members of the prison board, the prison psychiatrist, and the warden who were there to oversee the review looked like they’d love to be anywhere but here right now and honestly? Same.

      “Miss Karina Pavlov, would you say you feel you’ve been rehabilitated in your time here?”

      I looked off to the side, to make it seem like I was really thinking, really considering my answer carefully before giving it to them. It was a no, by the way. Hell no. Prison might’ve been the single most inhumane and wasteful concept in all of human history. It was where you tossed people for a while to forget about them. The whole thing hinged on the use of a prejudiced and imperfect justice system, propped up and run by mafia money and connection.

      “No,” I said.

      Her eyes cut up to me again, blinking as if I’d slapped her with my one-word response.

      “I see,” she straightened the papers in front of her, leaning down to read something I couldn’t see. “Miss Pavlov, we can see here that you’ve never been in an altercation with another inmate that you yourself provoked. We can also see that you have no write-ups over the past year. The correctional officers in charge of your overseeing say nothing but good things. Any way we interpret these documents, it appears to me you are an exemplary inmate.”

      I grimaced. I was in for twenty-five-to-life on a murder charge. Exemplary inmate, they said? How did that work?

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about. Might be somebody else,” I said. “Might want to re-check the name on that paperwork.”

      The warden’s face darkened, her back straightening like she was going to lunge at me over the table. If she was hiding her frustration previously, now, she didn’t bother.

      “Miss Pavlov, today, I and the rest of this board could decide that you don’t need to spend the rest of your life in prison, but that’s going to depend on the results of this evaluation.”

      It was a simple concept; we weren’t doing advanced calculus here. But I didn’t care to be fucking evaluated. Judging the conditions I lived under now and what I could possibly have to look forward to on the outside…yeah, the Department of Corrections could keep me. These walls caged me in, but they also offered a modicum of protection from waiting outside them.

      An impatient tremor in my leg made it jiggle, drawing a rhythmic clanging from the shackles on my ankles.

      “I’m sorry, did you ask a question?” I lifted my shoulders, narrowing my eyes on the panel of sour faced suits after a long silence.

      “Miss Pavlov, you will reply at the appropriate times and do not speak unless spoken to,” the burly guy next to the warden said. They were getting frustrated with me. Perfect. Better to get this over with quickly.

      “We’ve received no complaints about you, Miss Pavlov. Correctional officers in your unit frequently recommend you for good behavior, punctuality at work, and cordial relations with the other inmates,” the warden said, and I held back a laugh.

      Was that what they said about me? I coughed, disguising the laugh I couldn’t completely contain.

      It was the face. It always got them. When I first came in, most people mistook me for a youth offender and still did, two years on. I was on the other side of eighteen when I committed my offense but could have gotten away with a lighter sentence if my father hadn’t gotten in the way.

      Inside, a youthful face was a blessing and a curse. You got away with a lot when people couldn’t find it in them to imagine that somebody who looked like you was actually a dangerous criminal.

      If you asked Anya, I’d always been both. The angel and the devil. Two sides of the same coin.

      But I hadn’t gotten these commendations on good behavior by my face alone. I knew exactly what prompted the correctional officers to say nice things about me, and it was something far less innocent than clear skin and decent behavior.

      “That’s… good to hear, I guess.”

      “Miss Pavlov, consistent positive evaluation could mean commuting your sentence. You could be looking at a recommendation for an early release. I’m not sure you understand the importance of this review.”

      My teeth sunk into the inside of my cheek so hard that I started to taste blood. For a fleeting moment, I let myself picture a life outside these walls. Going where I wanted. Doing what I wanted. Eating what I wanted. My eyes stung at the false imagery. Because my ballet slippers and Paris baguettes were not what awaited me if I got out early.

      No.

      It would be my father. And a bullet.

      “I get it,” I retorted, bracing to seal myself in the coffin. “I just don’t care.”

      Confused whispers went across the board of officials in front of me.

      “What are you saying, Miss Pavlov? Do you not think you’re ready to be released?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Despite the violence of your offense, we have never had issues with you in that regard here. Do you harbor violent thoughts towards others?”

      The first time I got asked that question, I had to stop myself from laughing out loud. What the hell kind of answer were they expecting when they asked that? This was prison, all the worst people on earth were congregated in these buildings.

      Between the thieves that made hiding anything of importance paramount, the women who used to leer and watch me shower when I first came in and the male correctional officers who used this place as their personal brothel, yeah. I had quite a few violent thoughts to go around.

      “Yes. I do. In fact, I might be having some right now.”

      I looked to the warden’s left, near the far end of the table where the psychiatrist was. He made a pass at me when I was new. I knew at least three women that he was fucking currently. His sleepy brown eyes met mine and when he noticed I was staring, looked away quickly.

      “This is the second year of your sentence. Do you feel remorse for ending the life of Bruno Petrov?” the warden asked, butchering his name too. A small tendril of guilt flowered in my chest at hearing his name.

      I didn’t kill him, my dad did, but that didn’t matter.

      My father would never step foot in a prison, despite a list of offenses longer than anyone else locked away in this place.

      Bruno worked for my dad and didn’t say no when I approached him to help me get out. Maybe that meant he got what was coming to him, but it would never feel good that he was dead because he wanted to help me. I cleared my throat, pushing my shoulders back.

      “No. He was in the way. He had to go,” I replied robotically. The board silently exchanged glances. My leg started going again. Was I selling it? I needed to convince them.

      If they wanted me out, they were going to have to drag me, kicking and screaming from Washington Women’s Correctional Center. Nothing I said in this room would be stronger than the actions that had gotten me here in the first place. My father led the Russian bratva. He pulled the strings that got me here to begin with, and I was staying as long as he was satisfied.

      This was all a monumental waste of everyone’s time.

      If they don’t kill you inside, malysh1, I will kill you myself.

      He said the words with the same, flat expression he said everything, from threats to jokes. He was deadly serious, and I’d learned through my life not to test him. The one time I truly did I ended up here.

      I didn’t recognize myself anymore. Nina Pavlova died a slow death in prison, and I was what was left. Despite that, the predictability of this godforsaken place was better than going back home to Mikhail Pavlova’s wrath.

      It seemed like ninety percent of the people who worked in the prison system were jaded, cruel, borderline psychopaths who loved having dominion over people they thought were worse than them. Five percent were good people who were interested in reform but ultimately got taken out of the system due to its broken uselessness and pathetic wages. The rest were the people actually making profits out of this piss poor system and they were invested in keeping as many inmates as possible.

      That was my future. I was not a good prisoner, but I’d rather be inmate 893219 on the inside than be Nina Pavlova on the outside.

      “I understand your defense during your trial was that the death was accidental?” the warden asked, knowing damn well that that was the case. I pressed my lips together, memories of the trial coming back like a highlight reel of my worst failures.

      “I was trying not to get sentenced,” I said, rolling my eyes for dramatic effect, affecting the most obnoxious, spoiled rich girl tone I could.

      A man was killed by accident and the other, by my father. It didn’t change the facts. Two men were dead. I was alive but would never live again. Mikhail Pavlova paid good money to ensure I never saw the light of day again.

      Voices dropped, and I couldn’t make out what the board members were saying to each other as they deliberated something among themselves.

      “Miss Pavlov—”

      “Are you sure I’m even supposed to be here? You keep talking to someone named Miss Pavlov, and I’m telling you, it’s not me,” I said.

      “Last warning,” the CO said from across the room, and I sighed, knowing CO Davies would love to punish me later, behind closed doors, with me on my knees choking on his cock. But hey, I’d get some tampons and cigarettes for the other girls out of the deal, so…

      “Reviewing your records of behavior, participation, and overall rehabilitation, we think that your current time spent has been enough to demonstrate genuine reform.”

      My mind muddled through the words, needing to pick them up one by one and put them in the order that I understood.

      “Am I getting transferred or something?”

      My trial was a sensation. Since I managed to cross state lines with my accomplice, it was treated as federal. It was pure luck that I ended up at a facility within the state. My dad might’ve had something to do with that, because knowing him, he could’ve sent me to prison out in the south or something. Dormitories holding up to one hundred women, 90° heat during the summer, no air conditioners.

      Fuck, was that where they were sending me?

      “No. We think at this juncture you meet the criteria for release. Your record was completely clean prior to this offense. Further—”

      “Release? What?” Sharp, urgent fear spiked its way through my body. “No, I don’t want to be released.” My shackles rattled as I tried to stand.

      “Your release is organized for tomorrow. Your processing will begin in the morning. Due to these changes, your family will be notified of your altered status and will likely be arriving to pick you up, but otherwise we can arrange for bus fare into the city,” she continued as if I wasn’t having a breakdown right in front of her.

      “I don’t understand. Why? Why is this happening?”

      Her lips pressed tight, and I answered my own question before she could.

      …because it’s what he wants. My father paid to put me in here. Now, it seemed, he paid to pull me out.

      Oh god.

      “We understand that after a long time, the facility begins to feel like home. You’re worried about fitting in, about getting back on your feet. If you need further resources—”

      “I. Don’t. Need. Resources. I need someone to tell me why this is happening. I killed someone.”

      My heart beat fast and off-kilter, making me lightheaded.

      My father was finally ready to finish me off himself.

      “Your review has ended, Miss Pavlova,” she said, standing and prompting the other members of the panel to do so as well. “Best of luck in your journey to the outside world.”
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        * * *

      

      My feet carried me in short, urgent strides toward the yard as if unconnected to the whole of my body. To the incessant racing of doomsday thoughts in my mind.

      Distantly, I registered that it was afternoon, still a couple more hours before everyone would be rounded up before chow. I shook my head, willing the loud and chaotic thoughts to file themselves in a neat line for assessment, but they wouldn’t be tampered. I wiped sweaty palms on my state-issued khaki pants as the warmth of the sun kissed my cheeks.

      I squinted into the grouping of identically dressed women in the grassy courtyard for Penny. My gaze snagged on her, finding her seated beneath a tree near the edge of the yard talking to Enid.

      “Where you been, doll, you missed the last count?” she asked as I approached. Doing a quick double take on my face, her expression fell. No doubt remembering I had my review today.

      “Hey… Enid, do you think you could…?” She trailed off, not so subtly asking the older inmate for a moment alone with me. Enid wordlessly stood, dusting off her uniform before throwing Penny a wink, a suggestive grin on her face.

      Our closeness had most of the unit thinking that we were in a relationship. Girlfriends, and not just friends. We weren’t, but I didn’t bother fighting the accusations. It usually came with the perk of people giving you privacy in a place where that right was all but stripped away.

      “Tell me, what happened?” Penny asked once Enid was out of earshot. Instinctively, I swung my head around taking in the scene around us: every camera that might’ve been pointed our way, anyone whose attention seemed a little too keen.

      “I think my dad has done something,” I said in a harsh whisper, hating the edge of panic in my tone, working to smooth it out. “The board said I’m getting an early release.”

      Penny, a pro at this, held back her surprise, squeezing my hand instead of squealing and drawing attention to us. She knew the details of my case, about my dad and the kind of shitshow I’d be walking into if I had to go home.

      “If you’re fucking with me, babe—”

      “I’m not. I swear. I basically told the warden to shove it and they still went ahead with the release. It’s my dad. It has to be.”

      “Who else knows?”

      “Nobody. If they do, they didn’t hear it from me,” I replied, remembering the CO that was in the room during the review. The correctional officers talked too.

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Well, shit.”

      My eyes darted wildly across the yard. I felt like every word I said was being telegraphed on my forehead and now everyone knew. Release news was always bad. You could count on some jealous bitch to sabotage you or pull you into a fight; anything to get you to stay in.

      Actually, maybe I should tell everyone. If enough people knew and enough of them attempted sabotage, there was no way they’d let me out. I bit my lip, eyeing loudmouth Gwenny over by the picnic tables.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Penny warned. “They’re just as likely to slit your throat as they are to sabotage your release, and you know it. Better a chance at freedom than a month in the box or a good old fashion shanking.”

      It’d happened before. Twice since I’d been here. One girl died. Another was caught with drugs in her bunk and went back to trial. She was moved to another pen, but word was she got another three years added to her sentence instead of early release.

      “But I can’t go home, Pen. You know what he’ll do to me.”

      “Doll, I’m gonna need that hand in the future,” she said with a wince, her eyes flicking to where my hand was wrapped around hers like a vise..

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “Try not to imagine the worst,” she scolded, holding my shoulders and pulling me down to the grass to sit. I plopped pathetically onto my ass with a sigh. My fingers plucked nervously at the bright green strands, ripping them out roots and all.

      “Isn’t it possible he’s forgiven you?”

      I snorted.

      “Not even a little possible? You’ve been in here for two years, Nina. Maybe he’s decided you’ve had your punishment and just wants you back home. I mean, I can’t think of any reason you’d get a review for early parole so damn fast like that.”

      She wasn’t getting it.

      I shook my head. “He’s going to kill me, Pen—”

      “Okay, look, I wasn’t going to point out the obvious, but with all the bratva-associated chicks in here, why would your pops go through the trouble of getting you out to off you himself when he could just as easily have it done on the inside without getting his hands dirty?”

      “Maybe you have a point,” I admitted, but inwardly I rationalized that if my dad wanted me dead, he’d very likely want to do it himself.

      “Mm-hmm.” Penny nodded proudly, flipping her hair over her shoulder. Her brown roots crowning from her scalp were a physical representation of the time she had spent inside. Her total sentence was five years, and she’d done about three so far. The bleached blonde was almost fully grown out. She was federally sentenced, meaning she’d ended up here despite being from Boston, but she still had a lick of the accent.

      “So, what does he want?” I asked, thinking out loud. Mikhail Pavlova was opaque as a brick wall. His intentions were never clear, and he was anything but predictable. If he didn’t orchestrate my release to end me, then there had to be another motive aside from ‘time out’s over now, kid.’ He did nothing that didn’t directly benefit him or the ‘family.’

      “You’ve been in lockup for two years and that’s what you’re concerned about?” Penny said with a laugh. “Who cares. The only thing anyone ever talks about in here is what they’re going to do when they get out.”

      Squinting as I turned my head toward the direction of the setting sun, my thoughts ground to a halt. I was getting out.

      Count, inspection, servicing the COs. It was all over.

      And Penny. I would miss Penny most of all. I’d never had friends on the outside. Not really. They were pawns. Playmates. People I was expected to make nice with. None of them were real.

      I sniffed, forcing back tears.

      “Don’t cry, doll, no matter what happens out there, it’s got to be better than being inside.” Penny took my hand again.

      Too much physical contact wasn’t allowed but a hug right now would have been good. I sniffed again, feeling stupid and wishing I could be as positive about the whole thing as Penny seemed to be.

      I was sure Dad had something up his sleeve for me but there was at least a fifty percent chance it wasn’t a meeting with his prized Kalashnikov. And a fifty percent chance at freedom didn’t sound all that bad. And then…I supposed death was another sort of freedom, depending on what awaited me on the other side.

      “What’s the first thing you’re doing when you get home?” Penny asked, her attempt to distract me obvious, and yet, I fell for it anyway.

      I used to be a dancer. Images of dance shoes, hard studio floors, and recitals blew through my senses. I wanted to run away and go to a dance program before all this happened. That was where I would have been had I been successful.

      The images were blurry. Moth-eaten at the edges.

      Hope, optimism, lightness; all those things were too dangerous to feel here. It was too violent and dark. A swirling mass of dead dreams and killed potential. You had to be hard to make it. You had to be ruthless to thrive. Or, like me, you had to get lucky. Fall in with the right people from the start and keep to yourself and do as you’re told.

      Thick emotion rose in my chest. I hadn’t danced in too long, not the way I used to. If I was going home tomorrow…

      A slow smile spread across my face.

      “I’m going to finally take a shit with the door closed,” I said instead of the thing I wanted to say—the thing I couldn’t admit out loud for fear of that dream being torn from me a second time.

      Penny laughed.

      My father’s threats lingered in my memory, clinging to anything bright and happy that I could look forward to. Unlike Penny, I wasn’t convinced he wouldn’t still be a threat, but no matter what happened, at least I wouldn’t be here anymore. That counted for something.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but, I’d love a letter. A phone call every once in a while maybe. You know…” Penny trailed off with a shrug.

      My time would have been exponentially harder if I had to serve it without her. Prisoners were easy to forget. I knew that first hand. The only money I had on my books was what I worked for or sucked for. Letters, phone calls, visits were zero for my entire sentence.

      Penny’s family came to see her about once every six weeks. She had a son that she got pregnant with as a teenager. He was five now and his mother had been incarcerated most of his life.

      “You won’t be able to get rid of me. Can I go see Braden and your mom?” I asked.

      Penny laughed softly. “Only tell them good things, though, okay?”

      She smiled sadly.

      It should have been her getting out.

      At least she had people on the outside who loved her. Who actually wanted her back.
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      “He’s late.”

      Sitting with his head back, eyes gazing up at the ceiling, my son sighed with more drama than a soap actor.

      “You want to complain about being made to wait?” I asked, brow raised, a sour taste in my mouth. He dropped his head to look at me, a shameless, wry smirk twisting his lips up at one corner.

      “It’s not me this time.”

      He sounded almost proud beneath the petulance.

      And despite my annoyance at the entitlement in his demeanor, he was right to point it out. I would not be made to wait.

      Matteo leaned his head back again.

      I heard often that he was my double. My clone. He had my height, my bone structure, my eyes.

      But the similarities stopped there.

      “We’ll give them five more minutes,” I decided.

      Matteo’s eyes rolled and the strings of my already unraveling patience thinned.

      I yanked my hand from my pocket, flicking my wrist to check the time. Ten minutes late now. My Cucinelli loafer tapped an irritated rhythm on the hardwood floor, annoyance bubbling at a slow simmer, tensing every cell in my body.

      “Would you stop that?” Matteo said. He was frowning again, eyebrows pulled down over his eyes. He motioned with his hand at my foot. “You’re gonna make a hole in the floor if you keep going,” he said.

      I scoffed, shifting my weight off the wall I was leaning against and taking a couple of long strides toward the door.

      “Sit down for fuck’s sake. You’re always so keyed up.”

      My son sagged in his armchair, clearly lacking the same urgency. “It’s bad for your blood pressure.”

      My teeth ground in my jaw. “So are massive amounts of cocaine but that never stopped you.”

      He scoffed before speaking through his teeth. “I’m clean, Dad.”

      A fact I would be proud of just as soon as it lasted more than a few fucking months. My son was an immovable object, stirred only by his own will, whenever it struck. I tried to see the mafia in his hands when I was through, tried to imagine him as the don, and frequently failed.

      I’d been a fair few years older than he was now when I took over, but I’d never been so blasé. Never so unmoved by emergency or duty. He had moments where he reminded me that he was indeed my son, but more often than those, he worked my last nerve.

      “You know what, you can handle this meet alone.” He slapped his knees as he stood, tipping his head to one side to crack his neck before striding toward the hallway at the other end of the grand sitting room.

      “Sit your ass down.”

      He paused, turning with fire in his eyes, but he put himself back in his seat, elbows bent over knees now, darkness shadowing his face.

      At twenty-one, he was no longer a child by any legal measure, but I knew my son. He was far from ready. He needed to see how these things were done.

      He had the gift of my patience, however.

      The Russian, now fifteen minutes late, did not.

      I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. Forcing air through my lungs. The places where pressure had built within began to settle.

      “You’re more the same than different, the two of you,” I said, mostly to myself.

      Matteo stirred, cocking a brow.

      “Me and who? The Russian? Alexei?”

      “Young men in line to inherit your organizations,” I explained. “Young men with no idea how to lead an empire.”

      Matteo waved a hand dismissively, clearly affronted at having been compared to the son of the Russian boss.

      “I have at least, what? Ten years before you kick the bucket? I haven’t been promoted yet.”

      I rubbed a hand over my face, holding in a retort.

      My son wouldn’t take a heart attack seriously if it hit him. Hopefully, I made it to fifty-two, per his benevolent wishes. That might mean ten more blessed years of our business before his takeover inevitably ran it into the ground.

      “Non sbagliare il colpo, Matteo,” I said. “Don’t ruin this opportunity for us.”

      He grumbled something unintelligible to himself.

      “You are sorely mistaken if you think the things that are going to be discussed inside this room don’t involve you,” I said. “Pavlova just died.”

      “My condolences to the ones he loved,” he muttered insolently.

      “That opens the door for opportunity, Matteo,” I ground out. “The Russians have always been an island unto themselves. A quiet enemy who could now become an ally depending on what happens in this room.”

      “He gets a promotion and the first thing he does is come running to the opposition for a treaty? Sounds like a man who knows he can’t win. Fucking pathetic,” Matteo spat, cocking his head at me, the muscle in his arms flexing beneath his jacket.

      No, he sounded like a man with balls. He wouldn’t present a deal if it wasn’t worthwhile. Guts, the younger Pavlova had. Whether or not he was intelligent remained to be seen.

      “Address him with some respect when he arrives,” I muttered, the corners of my mouth pulling back in a grimace.

      Alexei Pavlova was already making a bad first impression, but I knew of the boy. Twenty-five and suddenly in charge of the city’s largest gambling syndicate. The Russians had their hands in some other hustles too, but nothing touched their gambling ring. At the last count, just one underground casino in the city wasn’t Russian-owned. I’d have felt sorry for him if this wasn’t his fate from his earliest days as a swimmer in his father’s balls.

      I resented having my time wasted. The only reason I was still here was the younger Pavlova’s offer. He wanted an alliance. Partnership. And our loan sharking business would tie in nicely to a swath of back alley gambling dens.

      I was open to the possibility, provided the alliance was sufficiently beneficial. He insisted that his offer was good. Too sweet to pass up. I would believe it when I saw it, but at this point, he was on thin ice.

      Matteo stood.

      “Sit down, Matteo.”

      He shot me a tired look.

      “You think I don’t have plans on a night like this?” he complained.

      I knew he did. Most likely, it involved fucking some nameless girl that he would keep around for the next couple of weeks before discarding her like a used condom.

      Fixing me with his defiant, icy stare, I felt the gulf between us. Between my values and his.

      The trill of the doorbell cut the tension brewing between us.

      After a few moments, two men entered the room escorted by Mark, who left with a nod in my direction that told me he wouldn’t go far.

      A small tremor of recognition ran through me, piecing Alexei Pavlova together. I’d never met the offspring of the late boss in person, but the hair—blond—and deep-set almond-toned eyes were identical to his father’s.

      He was tall but modestly built. Rangy instead of immediately imposing. With his back straight and a gall to attend this meeting alone, it seemed he had his father’s audacity as well. Alexei’s eyes darted from my son to me, sizing us up.

      I was too smart to believe he didn’t have reinforcements outside, but what seemed to be a sign of goodwill was actually an incredible risk on his part. He was lucky I didn’t want to take advantage of it. Not yet.

      “It’s about time, Pavlova,” I said.

      His mouth pulled in a smirk that gave away his boyish inexperience in matters like these.

      “Then I won’t waste any more,” he said grandly. “I’m here to offer a partnership.”

      I scoffed, my annoyance doubled instead of abating now that he’d arrived. My hand clenched involuntarily, while my mind conjured an image of that same hand wrapped around his throat.

      “You want us to give you money, just with more steps,” I said.

      He shrugged, not refusing the accusation. We would keep his clients flush with cash which they in turn gambled away to him. It seemed like a natural match, but he’d benefit far more from the agreement.

      “I wouldn’t ask unless I had an offer,” he said with that indulgent grin on his lips again.

      “What could you offer that we want?” Matteo asked.

      “This isn’t show and tell,” I snapped. “Get on with it.”

      He was holding a single brown envelope which he held out to us. Matteo took it first and opened it, pulling what looked like a laminated sheet from inside. His eyebrows came together in confusion.

      “Who is this?”

      “My sister. We go into business, and you can have her.”

      Matteo’s eyes were still confused, but now he looked curious.

      I snatched the photographs from his hands.

      A young, blonde woman looked out at me from the pages. In both, she was eyeing down the camera with a half-smile on her face that looked painted on. Her heart shaped face came down to a dimpled chin.

      A slow, shuddering breath came from my mouth holding the sheets.

      “Your sister, huh?” Matteo said with a quirked brow. “Didn’t know you had one.”

      I knew.

      Heavy cold sat in my gut. She looked every inch the model student. The good girl who had only one boyfriend the whole four years, didn’t gossip or get bad grades, and who all the teachers loved.

      “Your sister the prisoner?” I asked.

      Alexei’s smile momentarily dropped before he carefully pulled it back into place.

      “She’s out,” he said.

      “Bet you had to pull a lot of strings to swing that.”

      His lips pressed together, his flippant ease from earlier disappearing. There it was. The flinty look in his eyes, the set of his mouth, the swirling low-level rage. He was his father’s son, all right.

      “Yeah, well, how else is she supposed to get married?”

      “Usually it takes a lot of muscle to get a murder sentence overturned.”

      The corner of Alexei’s lips came up, like he sensed he was being slighted. Good. He was. He might have had his father’s bad temper, but newly appointed and out of his depth, he had all the presence, charisma, and control of Mikhail Pavlova’s shadow.

      Just like Matteo. The thought came in quick and was sobering.

      “Wait a minute, murder?” Matteo asked, his head whipping around to look at me.

      Alexei’s eyes went from cold to frigid.

      “She didn’t kill anyone.”

      “Well, the last I heard, your father’s right-hand man was in a box, and she was put in prison for it,” I challenged.

      Alexei rallied, his composure running from him as he tried to keep it intact.

      “The death was an accident, but the guilt killed her. She was remorseful. She asked to be allowed to serve her sentence to make up for what she did to the family.”

      I hacked a short laugh. I’d never heard this version of the story before. Was I supposed to believe that this fresh daisy of a girl held the kind of fealty that many made men lacked? Taking the fall and going to jail was noble, but I knew that trait didn’t run in the Pavlova bloodline.

      My eyes moved over the flat image of her again. I’d never imagined what the Pavlova daughter might look like, but I never would’ve guessed she was this creature.

      The story went that she had an accomplice, either a boyfriend or a traitor in Pavlova’s syndicate depending on who told the tale. Regardless, their actions resulted in the death of his right-hand man. She or both of them were trying to escape to Europe.

      Rumor had it, they were making off with millions of Pavlova’s money. He threw her in jail for the indiscretion, but the guy, whoever he was, vanished into thin air.

      People said Pavlova filled him with slugs, killed him right in front of her. That was the woman Alexei was expecting my son to marry. My eyes pulled to the portrait again, as if it had changed since the last time I’d seen it.

      “If the damn court didn’t believe her, why should I?”

      Alexei took a step forward. His jaw was set, telling me he was more prepared for this meeting than he portrayed.

      “I had your son in mind when it came to the marriage,” he said, shifting his gaze to Matteo, seeming to ignore what I’d just asked him.

      “What do you think? You turning this down?” he asked my son.

      Matteo took the pictures back from me.

      “She’ll be twenty this year. Still a virgin.”

      Both my son and I laughed at that one. A deep chuckle uncoiled from my chest. I thought the rumors about her were wild but this was priceless.

      “There is no way this girl got through high school and stayed a virgin,” Matteo said through sputtering laughs.

      I looked at the picture again. I could either believe she was a convicted felon or an adult virgin, but not both. She had to be at least eighteen when the shots were taken, but she could have fooled me. I tore my eyes away from the image, stopping myself in my tracks before my thoughts wandered any farther.

      “I wouldn’t make an offer unless I knew it would be worth it to you,” Alexei said. He crossed his arms and a satisfied glint came into his eyes. “A marriage would unite our families. And a union would broker room for more negotiation, perhaps a share in the casinos or the opportunity to open one of your own in this city without stepping on any toes.”

      “I want to see her,” Matteo said suddenly, breaking me out of the trance Alexei Pavlova was luring me into.

      Matteo sucked his teeth, his grip on the photo of the girl tightening almost imperceptibly. No doubt the idea of her possibly being a virgin appealed to him. I had it on good authority my son liked to collect virgins, popping cherries all over this city was a pastime of his.

      Alexei nodded smugly at Matteo. “Of course. Name the time and place and we can make the arrangements for you to meet before anything is formally agreed to.”

      We shook on it. He’d be back here with the girl in a week.

      An arranged marriage was the ultimate offer of goodwill. It would solidify our deal with blood.

      Would Mikhail have agreed to a similar arrangement? The man threw her in prison, so I doubted he gave a fuck what happened to her. I never had a daughter, but the idea repulsed me. That said, with Mikhail Pavlova as a father, she must have expected worse than being locked up.

      How did the girl feel about all this? I looked over at the printed photos of her as if she might tell me.

      “She’s pretty,” I said to Matteo when we were alone again. He was still holding the picture. The one where she was sitting outside with the sun shining on her hair.

      “I’ve seen worse.”

      A sour taste came to my mouth. I was sure he had.

      “It’s about time you settled down with a woman. How many more years of whoring around do you think you have in you?”

      Matteo looked at me, slight mischief in his eyes.

      “If that’s a challenge, I might just have to take it.”

      “You need to focus. Pavlova dying means a lot of things could change. We don’t know enough about this guy to predict his movements, but this alliance would be valuable.”

      “Are you telling me I don’t have a choice in this?”

      “I’m saying that I’m going to need a lot more from you going forward. If those needs include marrying that girl, I expect you to rise to the occasion.”

      His jaw ticked. “She is pretty,” he conceded. “Not going to lie, though, I thought I was gonna get to marry an Italian bombshell when I finally got around to it.”

      He said that like this girl was a downgrade. There was depth behind those cool eyes. The kind that made you want to fall in. Most stories I heard about her were lies, no doubt, but lies started from a foundation of truth.

      “This isn’t the only time the family is going to demand something of you that you don’t necessarily want to give.”

      He knew all these things, but it didn’t sit as comfortably with him as it did with me. Duty came first. Family meant that you bit the bullet for the sake of the collective. When there were targets on everybody’s back, you couldn’t afford to be selfish.

      “Whatever.” He threw down her photos on the sofa and rose with a hardness in his stare. “I’ll do it. I mean, worst case, I get a clean cunt to come home to every night.”

      …after dirtying his dick literally anywhere else, no doubt.

      “What’s the worst that could happen, right?” Matteo added with a flippant shrug of his shoulders, reverting back to his normal self. I knew him too well to miss the raised pitch in his voice and the way his gaze traced back to the photos on the sofa before departing.

      He was looking forward to meeting the Pavlova girl.

      So was I.

      I was just better at hiding it.
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      I tucked my sheets around my threadbare, state-issued mattress—if you could call it that.

      It collapsed under my hands as I fitted my covers around it, the way I did every day. My head ached. I’d barely gotten any sleep last night. Too much nervous energy firing off inside me to get any rest. I cycled manically from feeling thrilled that I was getting out, to holding back throat-scorching pitiful tears because I was terrified for what would come next.

      Today. Sometime in the next twenty-four hours, they’d come to collect me, pass me off from guarded den directly into the mouth of the wolf.

      I shuddered, cold insecurity sweeping over me. I threw a suspicious glance over my shoulder at the open door. They stayed open during daylight hours, no matter what, but my celly already left for breakfast. Nobody knew. I hadn’t said anything but the way news traveled in prison, it was like people read minds.

      I wanted to go to breakfast but my stomach was in knots. One whiff of clumpy oatmeal and I’d probably throw up.

      “Karenina Pavlova?” I suddenly heard.

      A woman stood at my door with a clipboard propped up on her hip and a bored expression. “You’re out. Pack up.”

      Already? Sometimes, people waited all day on their EOS to be released.

      “Right now?”

      “Right now. We’re ready for you in processing.”
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      “You’ll be back,” the dour-faced officer rifling through my release package said. My emotions around my release were so chaotic that I almost agreed with her. Still, was it my fault that her job was so miserable that she took it out on strangers?

      I was given exactly five minutes to change into the clothes I arrived in. The white dress I wore for my sentencing hung limply from my frame in all the places it used to hug tightly, but still, it looked better than the god awful orange shade did with naturally olive-toned skin.

      The dress was supposed to make me look innocent, draped in the color of purity, of virginity. Clearly, it didn’t have the intended effect.

      “Have a nice day,” I told the bitter woman processing my release. She grunted, scowling at me as I was escorted out.

      I’d forgotten what it looked like from the front. Just as sad and drab as it did inside. My fingers drummed against the box I was holding, full of documents and random belongings I accumulated during my time inside. Letters mostly, exchanged between me and the correctional officers, kites, some homemade cards; all I had to show for the last two years.

      My breath caught, my usual prison settings totally thrown off. The sun seemed too bright. The air too light. Exposed. I felt so damned exposed out here in all the openness. Even with the twenty-foot fences in the distance to my left and right, there weren’t any in front of me. Just the parking lot and the gravel road leading out to the main road.

      I bounced lightly on my heels, biting my lip, unsure what to do as sweat beaded at my brow even though there was a skin stinging chill in the early morning air.

      Penny! I didn’t get to say goodbye to Penny. I turned around, wondering if I could just go back in for a quick second when I heard him.

      “Is that my little sister?”

      I whirled, finding him striding toward me from between two rows of cars in the lot. Tall and blond like I remembered, but with a darkness around his eyes and a sharpness to his jaw that I did not.

      My brother. Alexei Pavlova.

      My heart slammed in my chest as he approached, my feet feeling too heavy to move toward him. Something animalistic raised the hair on the back of my neck. Recognizing the predator as the prey. Except there was nowhere for me to run.

      “Look at you,” he said, coming up with a large grin on his face.

      Not a word for two years and he was all smiles?

      He had all the time in the world to look at me. Nearly two years where I was predictably in exactly the same place whenever he wanted to see me and he still never visited. We were never particularly close, and going in, I never expected that kind of dedication from him. Looking at him now though, an almost irrational resentment cooked my insides, bubbling them in a vat of hot oil.

      He opened up his arms.

      “What? No hug?”

      When I didn’t move, he did, closing his long arms around me and my box. His expensive cologne clogged my nose, suede and musk with a hint of something that lingered like sewage.

      I jerked back violently, fighting a scowl. What the hell was this? Some ploy to set me at ease before the lion made his strike. We both knew he was only here to deliver me to Dad.

      “Let’s just go, Alex.” I pushed past him.

      He laughed but didn’t complain, falling easily into step beside me, leading me to the car. In typical Alexei fashion, it was garish and impossible to miss. A sleek, modern Porsche, in a green more violently vibrant than nuclear waste.

      “Prison did nothing about that attitude, I see. How unfortunate.”

      I turned, my chest heaving with anger. My fist flexed, and he noticed, scoffing loudly. I wasn’t going to hit him, even if the thought sent a tremor of delicious satisfaction rattling through my bones.

      “You’re not going to stick me with a shiv, are you?” he taunted.

      “Why are you even here? Why didn’t you send someone?”

      “Aren’t you glad to see me?”

      No. Not particularly.

      We were siblings but the kind who wouldn’t have anything to do with each other if we weren’t related. Alexei wasn’t the doting brother who would pick me up from the airport if I needed him to. He was the heir to a crime syndicate. He didn’t have to drive anywhere, let alone play chauffeur.

      “Thrilled.”

      I yanked the door of the obnoxious Porsche open and crammed myself into the admittedly plush leather seat. It smelled like luxury and teenage dreams, and I hated that I loved it. I supposed anything was novel after being locked up for two years.

      “Ditch the attitude,” he warned, climbing into the driver’s seat. “Or I’ll have you sleeping out in the shed before I let your petulant ass step one foot into my house.”

      “Your house?” I asked, a bolt of unease slicing through me.

      We’d always lived together in the grand home our father built for us. It had been that way since forever, even as we both aged into adulthood. Alex had his wing of the estate. I had mine. Dad had his.

      Had my father finally seen fit to allow Alex a little more length to his leash?

      Maybe he’d gone soft.

      Maybe Penny was right and he did want me home after all. Maybe he’d forgiven me. The possibilities swirled like a maelstrom, sucking me down into their disorienting abyss. And there, beneath all the confusion and the chaos was something unexpected: hope.

      There was a time in my adolescence where I craved nothing more than my father’s love. His approval. His pride. It was only when I realized I would never receive it that I began to fantasize about a way out.

      “Rules of succession,” Alexei said with a one-shoulder shrug as he pulled onto the gravel drive, making my stomach lurch for more than a few reasons.

      “What was his is mine. All of it,” he said as though it were the simplest thing in the world. As if I should’ve known already. As if he didn’t just crack my skull open and pour ice-water down into my core.

      “He’s gone?”

      Alexei didn’t even glance in my direction.

      “You think you’d be here if he wasn’t?”

      No, but that wasn’t the point. Way to bury the fucking lead. I closed my eyes, leaning back in the seat, feeling sick and sad and relieved all at once. Pain pulsed in my temples in time with my heartbeat.

      Mikhail Pavlova…dead?

      My eyes burned.

      I clenched my jaw, cutting off the flow of tears.

      Good fucking riddance.

      I thought about the last time I’d seen him. Blond hair that hadn’t thinned or grayed in the last ten years. The pepper in his beard. The beard that always masked his expressions, not that he was very emotive anyway. He was every bit the stoic Slavic man that people expected. And every bit as ruthless. They said he was immortal. That he’d outlive us all.

      So much for that.

      “When is the funeral?”

      So I can spit on his open grave.

      “It was a week or so ago,” Alexei said.

      “When was I going to find out?”

      I glared at his profile.

      Talking about our father, it seemed Alexei’s resemblance to him grew even stronger. He’d be twenty-five now, but it would be a long time before his face bore the same lines and crags that our father’s had as a man twice that age. But even now, I could see it. Alexei had been groomed his whole life to take over the family business. And now it was his time.

      “You were going to find out when I fucking told you,” he said shortly. He shot a look at me, his lips pulled tight. “Though I have to say I’m surprised you didn’t find out from someone inside. Did you not run with our people in there?”

      I shook my head, though I shouldn’t have needed to. Surely my big brother would’ve known Dad told them not to help me. To turn their backs on me instead.

      “It would have been nice to find out before he turned into worm food,” I snarked.

      “Why? Did you want to say goodbye? Doubtful they would’ve let you out to see him interred.”

      “You could’ve arranged it.”

      “Maybe.” His eyes went back to the road for several tense seconds. “But what the fuck do you care? You barely said a word to him when he was alive.”

      A slight retroactive guilt for the nature of our relationship tugged in my chest. He was barely fatherly, passing off the childrearing duties to various Eastern European au pairs who were tasked with making sure we understood Russian, even if our spoken accents were too American to pass muster.

      I barely had any memories of our mother now so he was all we had for most of my life. Too bad he made himself so easy to hate.

      “That should’ve been my decision to make,” I snapped.

      “You don’t make decisions now, Karenina,” he said. “I do.”

      My eyes darted to the door, and the wild urge to pull it open and jump out rushed through me. My father was a hard, heartless son of a bitch who’d drown his own baby if they didn’t come out right.

      No, I didn’t have the greatest relationship with our father but fuck me for wanting to be able to tell him to burn in hell myself when he was on his deathbed.

      He’s dead.

      Actually gone. Forever.

      I should’ve felt incredible. Free. Unafraid. And yet…

      Pressure started in my chest, moving upward until I felt it in my throat. This anxiety tasted different. Acidic. Not the day-in day-out anxiety of incarceration. Not the icy certainty of my father’s intentions toward me.

      This was sudden. Cloying. Triggered by Alexei’s words.

      You don’t make decisions now, Karenina. I do.

      I knew my father’s wrath, but Alexei was different. I didn’t know what a life under his thumb would look like. What it would feel like.

      I swallowed past the uncertainty, attempting to move back to the safer territory of my father’s demise.

      “How did it happen?” I asked.

      “Full of questions, aren’t you?”

      “You could try answering some of them.”

      He chuckled, peering over at me.

      “I didn’t miss that mouth, but it is good to have you back.”

      “Right,” I said, biting out the ‘t’ before turning my head to the side and focusing on the world outside. On the momentary feeling of freedom I wanted to cling to because I knew, just knew, it wasn’t going to last.

      Buildings, apartment complexes, and houses mushroomed up around me. Everything I’d missed. Everything I wasn’t sure I’d be able to touch even though I was out now.

      Something told me Alexei was going to make my time at Washington Women’s Correctional Center feel like a vacation.
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      Alexei’s car rolled down the quiet streets lined with palatial homes. Each of the homes was filled with the same people as before, or at least people who were cut from the same cloth. Men who made a lot of money, the women who married them for it, and the children who would inherit it all when they died.

      We grew up in a cozy, privileged neighborhood, just outside Seattle, about an hour from the Correctional Center. My father’s job was an open secret. The crime he was involved in wasn’t obvious.

      He didn’t endanger the people directly around us, so they chose to disregard it. His bratva controlled almost all gambling that took place in the city along with smaller extortion, laundering, and on the DL—prostitution rings.

      Approaching the house, the multi-car garage door slid open, letting Alexei park next to the silver SUV and black Escalade already inside.

      “Welcome home,” he said with a note of finality as the garage door slowly shuttered closed behind us and I did my best not to break out in hives.

      I hurried into the house, eager to get out of the garage that somehow smelled exactly like the cell I’d just left behind.

      The sound of my feet echoing down the hallway, out to the marble-floored foyer, and up the stairs made me go faster, as though chased by an invisible pursuant.

      I was running by the time I got to my room. With both hands on the handle, I pushed it down and threw it open.

      My jaw slackened at the sight of my familiar feminine bedroom.

      Exactly the way I had left it.

      I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t this. I thought my father would’ve had it cleared out. Or burned to ash. Instead it seemed this whole wing of the house had just been left to desiccate. I coughed, my throat tickled by the plume of dust kicked up by the swinging door.

      I dropped my release pack on the floor and shut the door behind me.

      The large window facing the side of the house was open a crack, letting in the chilly air.

      Cornflower blue upholstery matched the bedding and carpets. The ancient birthday card I received from a Chinese exchange student almost seven years ago was on the vanity, exactly where it always sat. It was like I never left. Everything was the same but me.

      I was a different thing.

      The thing that didn’t really fit here anymore.

      But still. This tiny corner of real estate was mine and it was a massive improvement over my most recent living quarters.

      Across the room, under a wide, modern archway, my closet beckoned like a beam of light in the dark.

      I told Penny the first thing I’d do when I got out was take a shit in private but that was a lie.

      I pushed into the closet, past the racks and drawers full of clothes purchased with my father’s unlimited cards. The designer wardrobe was not what I’d missed. The drawers on the dresser groaned when I opened them.

      A choked sob came from my mouth clutching one of my Lycra leotards. There were no dance programs in prison. There were times that I practiced—in stolen moments when my celly wasn’t in our cramped cell with me, but over the two years behind bars, I’d all but stopped. The closest I got was watching reruns of Dance Moms when it was on TV in the day room.

      The shortest sentence I could look forward to was two decades. My career was over before it had even begun.

      But maybe…

      I bit my lip.

      I stopped hoping when I was sentenced. Throughout the trial, even after my father had brutally ripped away his support and thrown me to the wolves, a small part of me still felt that maybe I’d have a life after prison. My first week inside killed that. That week turned into a month. That month into a year.

      With no visits and no communication from my family on the outside; it was like I died. Even if I didn’t want to change, I did. I stopped caring about everything I used to love because it no longer existed. It couldn’t. It hurt too much pretending there was a chance at something more.

      I squeezed the slippery material between my fingers. I couldn’t stop the sobs that came now. I cried, pressing it to my face. I could dance again. The significance of being out came down on me like a pile of bricks. Instead of breaking me down, they cracked the hard shell that grew around me.

      I dug through the piles of neatly folded clothes, leotards, tights, my shoes. The loss and fear I numbed myself against out of necessity came back in a torrent. Blinking through the tears to restore my vision, I kicked my shoes off, jamming my feet into my slippers, forcing them to conform to the now foreign shape.

      Just then, three swift knocks on the door and the sound of it opening brought me back to earth.

      “Miss Nina?” I heard someone say.

      I swiped quickly at my tears and grudgingly pulled the slippers off, stumbling to my feet and stuffing them back into the drawer to hide them away as if whoever was outside might try to take them from me.

      After two deep breaths to suppress my embarrassment, I peeked around the closet’s entryway. The woman’s sedate smile did little to assuage my suspicion.

      She had to be a new housekeeper. I tried to smile at her, but by the pained expression that struck her face, I’d say it likely looked more like a grimace or a baring of teeth.

      “Miss Nina.” She cleared her throat. “Lunch is ready downstairs.”

      “Lunch?” I parroted stupidly.

      I looked at the wall, expecting to see a mounted clock telling me the time like in prison, but there wasn’t a single clock in this room.

      “Your brother wanted a special welcome meal for your homecoming,” she said.

      “He did?” I squawked. Her smile grew, almost imperceptibly. “Well, I guess…I guess I’ll be right there. Thank you.”

      She nodded and let herself out.

      Welcome lunch?

      I rolled my eyes, heading to the bathroom instead.

      After blasting myself with water hot enough to wash the penitentiary stench off of me, I came out of the shower. I wrapped my hair up in a musty-smelling towel and went back to the closet for some clean clothes, tossing the prison dress in the trash on my way out.

      It took a moment to remember where everything was. My fingers ran over the rack hung with colorful t-shirts. Black, gray, blue, another different shade of blue; the options were endless. I could wear them for a month straight without having to do laundry. The novelty brought a small smirk to my face. I put on a sand colored t-shirt and after opening a couple of drawers, found some denim shorts.

      I pulled them up in front of the mirror, only for them to sink low on my hips, loose from weight loss. The mirror generously projected my reflection from three different angles. I turned slowly, taking in the damage of two years of stress, poor nutrition, and limited access to beauty products.

      My skin was sallow, and my once-toned limbs and back were bony. My body used to be toned and flexible from dance, now I was skinny.

      I looked away from my reflection and walked out of the closet.

      A pristine box sat atop my dusty duvet on the bed, and I paused, stopping dead in my tracks, eyes flicking to the closed door.

      “Hello?” I called, but no answer came.

      I swallowed, padding to the bed to lift the slim box into my hands.

      A new phone?

      Two years had all but totally made me forget the luxury and privilege of my previous life. Here, brand new phones appeared out of thin air without me needing to ask.

      I left it on the bed, eager to play with it but knowing my brother would almost definitely uphold our father’s rules of no meal-time interruptions.

      Walking down the stairs, I wandered toward the kitchen. My stomach grumbled as I hit a wall of melty cheese and tomato and greasy meat scented air.

      The tablecloth-covered, ten-person dining table was generously covered with enough food to feed a small country for at least twenty four hours.

      My eyes blinked in disbelief.

      Alexei sat at the head of the table, looking down at his phone. Apparently, the no interruption rule was not, in fact, still in place.

      “Are you expecting guests?” I asked him, trying not to drool.

      He looked up, his face brightening into a smile when he saw me. It looked wrong on his face.

      “Finally, you’re here,” he said.

      The pleasant lilt in his voice reignited the suspicion from earlier in the car. My bullshit detector when it came to my older brother was highly effective. Two years with bona fide liars, cheats, and scammers behind bars had honed those skills even further. I hesitated before I took a few cautious steps toward the table.

      “Why did you get so much food?”

      It was a study in willpower to tear my gaze away from the generous, almost vulgar array of food. There was lasagna, two pizzas, several burgers, a bowl of what might’ve been chili, nachos, Caesar salad and an array of canned drinks. All the greasy foods I loved but that Dad never had served at his table.

      “I didn’t know what you would want to have. I just got a bunch of stuff. Shit I thought you would miss,” Alexei said, shrugging. “Come on, help yourself.”

      It was a trick.

      Poisoned?

      No. Why go to the trouble of releasing me just to poison me at home?

      He was likely just trying to lure me into a false sense of comfort before doing anything. The place setting closest to him was set with a plate, cups, and silverware. I sat down one seat away from him, grabbing the plate from the spot between us. Not wanting to be within reaching distance.

      I started with a slice of pizza, taking a large bite. The familiarity of the fatty cheese and pepperoni after such a long time should have been criminal.

      I smiled, irrationally happy from the indulgence.

      “Is that good? I reckon they probably didn’t have pizza night very often in prison.”

      “If you could just give me a moment alone with the pizza, that’d be great,” I groaned, wondering why he had to go on existing in the room next to me when all I wanted was to take another bite of heaven in peace.

      To my surprise, he fell silent and stayed that way through the rest of that slice and half of the next before even his silence began to annoy me.

      I shot him a cold look, willing him to leave the room and give me a moment of privacy with the food when I noticed his plate was untouched.

      “Aren’t you having anything?” I asked around a mouthful of pizza.

      He shook his head slowly.

      I did a physical assessment of bodily function, wondering if I was too quick to dismiss the poisoning idea when he spoke.

      “No, I got this for you.”

      If he was trying to make himself seem less suspicious, it was not working, but I was starving. I looked back over the spread on the table.

      “Oh my god, is that—”

      “Pelmeni. Greta worked for a Russian family previously.”

      I dropped the pizza and stuffed my mouth with the meaty dumplings, straight out of the serving dish. The flavor of the buttery, rich meat made me hum with pleasure.

      There was nothing like home cooking. I barely even liked pelmeni when I was a kid. My father, strongly Slavic, insisted that we would be fed the kinds of foods he ate growing up. Who knew that all it would take was two years of incarceration for me to finally appreciate my cultural background.

      I chewed furiously, stuffing the next mouthful past my teeth like the food was running away from me.

      “Good?”

      I could hear the smirk in his voice before I saw it on his face. Self-conscious, I put the spoon down.

      “Not bad,” I allowed.

      “No need to scarf your food down like an inmate, you aren’t one anymore. You have all the time in the world to indulge, little sister.”

      My defenses shot up. Something in the way he said it didn’t sit right.

      “You sure this isn’t my last meal before execution?”

      “Well, nothing as life altering—or ending—as all that,” Alexei said, his fake smile back in place. “But something big is happening. A lot has changed since Dad put you away.”

      Alexei sighed and sat back in his seat, throwing one leg over the other so his ankle was on his knee, acting like he wasn’t bothered that I didn’t take his bait. He clearly was.

      He checked the time on the watch circling his wrist like he might be late for a meeting.

      “Is that Dad’s?” I asked, gesturing to the glint of freshly polished metal on his wrist.

      “No. It’s mine. Everything is mine now. I hope you understand what that means.”

      “If there’s a point you’re crawling toward, I wish you’d just get to it already,” I said with a sigh.

      He smiled and laughed, clapping his hands in front of him.

      “What happened to you? You weren’t nearly this combative before you went inside. I thought that place was supposed to rehabilitate you unsavory members of society.”

      No. More like the opposite. Being inside made me suspicious, angry, sharp, but ultimately, it made me stronger. Smarter.

      “And I thought you’d be less of a smug prick when you finally took over for dad. Guess we were both wrong,” I said.

      Ignoring the tick of rage in my brother’s jaw, I dipped my pelmeni in clear beef broth, topping it with a dollop of sour cream the way our mother used to eat it.

      “You will not speak to me that way. Do you understand?”

      The pelmeni stuck in my throat, and I forced it down, willing my expression to remain neutral despite the tremble in my core.

      “Now, listen carefully. I’m about this close,” he said, pinching his fingers together. “To getting the Italians in bed with us. The last thing I need to seal the deal is you.”

      “Me? What the hell for?”

      He grinned wickedly. “Congratulations, little sister, you’re getting married.”

      I almost choked on the last of the pelmeni in my throat.

      “The don is looking to marry his son off. About your age, good-looking guy. You’re meeting him tomorrow. Think of it as a date.”

      The torrent of new information hit like a fist right under the ribs. I blinked at my brother, unable to speak for a few moments.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      He barked a derisive laugh, cutting it off sharply to stare at me deadpan. “I’m dead serious.”

      “But—”

      “Do not fuck this up for me.”

      The food, so delicious in my mouth moments ago, soured.

      “No. I won’t do it. You can’t sell me off like chattel. I’m not an object. I’m your sister, Alexei.”

      Alexei didn’t say anything. He stood up, the sound of his chair scraping across the floor hauntingly loud.

      “I don’t remember asking for your input. I’m telling you so you can prepare. It’s already been organized. You just need to show up.”

      He pushed his chair back into its place at the table.

      “I won’t do it, Alexei.”

      His cool dismissal was maddening. I felt like a child, powerless and pathetic, rallying against plans that I had no influence over, no matter how hard I tried. Alexei leaned on the back of the chair, his eyes disturbingly like our father’s as they probed into me.

      “You knew this day would come. You knew from the moment I picked your sorry ass up at that hellhole that it wasn’t because I missed my sister. It was for this. You’re going to do it and you’re going to do it well or I’ll put you back where you belong.”

      “Alex, please, I want to…”

      “What? What do you want, Nina?” he barked. I recoiled from his voice like he’d hit me.

      Angry tears pricked at my eyes, and even though I tried to hold it in, the words fell out anyway, my hopes and dreams shattering against the table like glass.

      “I want to go to school. I want to dance,” I croaked, sounding pathetic even to myself.

      Alexei snorted.

      “Well, hopefully, your new husband supports those dreams. Once you’re wed, you will no longer be my problem. You’ll be his.”

      He straightened his shirt, catching sight of his reflection in the glass frame of a portrait of our father hanging on the wall. He picked something from his teeth and started to leave only to stop after a few steps and turn, his brow lifted and a finger pointed in my direction.

      “I told them you’re still a virgin, by the way. That better still be true.”
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      I stared at the watch on my wrist long enough to see the minute hand move incrementally past the three. 7:15. They were late. Again.

      Matteo’s cool gaze leveled at me, his lips pursed, face edged with peevish smugness.

      “Don’t say it.”

      Matteo, chronically unable to help himself, smirked. “I don’t know, Dad, seems like the Russians might be a bad investment.”

      What the hell did he know about investment? I wanted to chastise him, but truly, I’d already been thinking the same goddamned thing.

      This was not the way you cultivated a mutually beneficial business arrangement.

      Alexei Pavlova must’ve known that we weren’t going to be impressed and he was stalling, taking his time. The way Matteo behaved with women, one would think his standards weren’t very high, and for one night of debauchery, they weren’t. They were as high as any other opportunistic man’s standards.

      For a wife, however? Well, that was why I was here. Anybody who married into the family was going to need to meet certain requirements. If she was going to be in charge of making the next heir, she couldn’t be just anyone. It was bad enough she was going to be a Russian.

      “This is for you.”

      “No, this is for you,” Matteo said, his tone bored.

      “Everything that is mine now is going to be yours—”

      “Save the speech. I’m here, aren’t I? I’m ready. The Russian who’s supposed to be delivering my wife is the one you should be saving your speeches for.”

      He was right, again, unfortunately. And again, he was simply the closest target for my annoyance.

      I leaned against the wall in the formal living room where we had met Pavlova the first time. If this girl, his sister, was going to be part of the family, they would remember that it started with this gesture. Them being invited into our home, weapons down, to talk like men.

      The sharp trill of the doorbell rang out. Matteo looked at me, his face calm, but eyes curious.

      “Do not embarrass me,” I warned.

      He worked his jaw like he was mulling over the challenge, planning to defy me.

      “Matteo, mi senti1?”

      “Okay,” he said, rising from the sofa.

      I hated regret. It was a waste of time, but after you lived enough years, they got harder to ignore. Living a life of duty, knowing that was going to be your fate from your first day, you couldn’t help but think about the stuff you didn’t get to see.

      The moments you could have spent doing something else. Being someplace else.

      I jerked my arm again, revealing my watch. He better be walking in with Slavic Miss Universe otherwise this was over.

      Footsteps drew my eyes to the arched passageway where they appeared. Alexei, one of my men escorting him, and her.

      “It’s about time,” Matteo said.

      Pavlova said something in return, but I didn’t hear it.

      My ears rang with a loud, piercing static.

      The air was sucked out of the room. My focus sharpened.

      All of the light seemed to pull in and reflect off her. The bombshell with the suspicious green eyes. Everything the pictures promised but in three dimensions; her presence stopped me in my tracks.

      I heard my heart beating in my ears. I swallowed and it scratched down my throat like I was trying to swallow a mouthful of pennies. The tang of them thick on my tongue. Or was that blood from biting the inside of my cheek?

      I willed my flexed jaw to loosen.

      It was the same girl, definitely, but that couldn’t be right.

      “This is Nina,” her brother was saying. I watched dumbly as Matteo held a hand out to her. She took it, and he kissed the back of it, and a snarl curled my upper lip before I could school my features.

      The sudden flare of jealousy in my chest almost knocked me off my feet. I was fantasizing about my son’s new fiancée. If that was what I allowed her to be. Could I allow it? Could I sit across from her at family dinners and make fucking small talk? Jesus fucking Christ.

      Mikhail Pavlov’s daughter. His twenty-year-old, fresh-out-of-prison daughter.

      Pull yourself together, man.

      “Zanetti,” I heard someone say, before I realized who.

      Alexei looked expectantly at me. Soberingly, I realized I’d heard none of the exchange before he called my name.

      Fuck.

      “Good of you to finally join us,” I said curtly, changing the subject. “Please, sit.”

      Nina sat next to her brother, me next to Matteo.

      It was a funny thing. My son wasn’t faithful enough to one woman for any stretch of time to ever bring someone home. And now we sat across from his would-be wife. His would-be wife who was currently tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear as she covertly attempted to put space between herself and her brother on the sofa.

      I blinked, coming back to myself when her cool green eyes met mine. If I was speaking, I would have choked. I forced myself to hold her eyes for enough time to avoid looking uncomfortable, then dropped them.

      “So, Nina, tell me about yourself,” Matteo prompted.

      Her brother spoke over her attempted reply, answering for her. I wanted to rip out his tongue.

      The group chattered while drinks were poured.

      I didn’t hear a damn word of it.

      “You look pretty good for having been in prison,” Matteo said, his words breaking through after a time. I fixed him with a threatening stare.

      The girl laughed uncomfortably.

      “Thanks,” she said, sheepishly. “I think?”

      She ran her fingers through her hair. Hair that was the color of summer sun with undercurrents of wet sand.

      “First professional haircut in two years. Really makes a difference.”

      It came down to her chest, brushing the front of her soft blue blouse.

      My mind plunged right into the gutter.

      Her chest, modest, was completely covered, but I didn’t have any trouble being creative. She was thin but her face was not gaunt. Her cheeks were high over her soft jaw. My eyes went higher, searching for somewhere safe but nowhere was. Every part of her drew me in.

      I tried her eyes again.

      Green and totally unreadable, they were focused on someone else: Matteo who was saying something about taking her racing.

      A small scarred notch in the eyebrow on her right side, right at the end near the tail stood out. I tore my gaze away again, inwardly cringing at the fact I was looking close enough that something so small could stand out.

      I wondered what happened.

      No. I didn’t.

      I tried to tune in to the conversation; the words they spoke might as well have been Chinese.

      Was she wearing makeup? Hard to tell. Maybe a little but not much.

      Her cheeks would probably still get that rosy color to them without the help of any blush. Her pouty lips didn’t appear to need the addition of rouge. Anybody could have pouty lips these days, but I was one hundred percent sure that they weren’t doing cosmetic beauty procedures at the women’s penitentiary.

      The center of her chin held a slight dimple. Easy to pick out with her face angled towards Matteo.

      “I’m just happy to be out,” she was saying. Her lips curved in a small smile that didn’t touch her eyes. My mind careened off the tracks, imagining all the creative uses for that mouth in particular. An ache grew in my crotch, pulsing with every incessant thud of my heart.

      Fuck.

      Not here. Jesus.

      “So, how do we know this isn’t going to happen again,” Matteo was asking. I saw her throat move as she swallowed. She brought one hand up and tucked her hair back behind her ear, a quick, sharp motion. Annoyance that she was trying to hide.

      “Well, when I came home I had the first hot shower in two years where nobody was watching me. Safe to say I won’t do anything that would jeopardize that luxury again,” she said with a light chuckle that felt forced.

      My cock pressed painfully into the backside of my zipper, and I readjusted myself in the seat, resting an ankle on one knee, leaning onto the armrest.

      “You should see the shower in my bathroom,” Matteo suggested, and I snapped my eyes away from the girl, a tremor of some unnameable thing pushing me up to my feet.

      There was a brief pause in the conversation at my interruption.

      “Son,” I warned, and he rolled his eyes, moving to the somewhat safer topic of other at-home luxuries she was excited to indulge in.

      Casually, I moved across the room like nothing happened, adjusting my jacket and angling my hips in such a way that the now raging hard-on in my pants wouldn’t be so obvious.

      Taking my place behind the sofa Matteo was sitting on, I curled my hands into the embroidered fabric as they talked.

      I watched the walls with a kind of interest I had never had before. Considering the eggshell-toned paint, traced the shapes of the ornate frames that adorned it.

      She was an assault on my senses even now. I could feel her eyes on me as if they were her fingers, tracing lines up and down my back. I bristled, turning around to find her looking straight at me.

      “Hey, do the female prisoners get down like the male ones? Do they…. you know,” Matteo said, his Cheshire Cat smile wide across his face. She shifted her gaze to Matteo, her hands trembling in her lap from annoyance.

      I swatted the back of his head.

      “We didn’t call this meeting to discuss the past, we called it to discuss the future,” I snapped. Matteo glanced at me, rubbing the sore spot at the base of his skull before clearing his throat and straightening.

      “Fine. Let’s talk about the future, then.”

      His words became a garbled stream of nonsense as I watched the scene, my eyes being drawn back frequently to the girl.

      She was wearing a skirt, again, modest—when she was standing—but seated, I could see the pale, delicate skin above her knee.

      With another fluid flick of her hair, she let her hands go to the hem of her skirt and lifted it slightly, adjusting its position. My throat closed on a growl and I sank lower, hoping the other response was hidden by the back of the sofa.

      She crossed one leg over the other. My eyes followed the long lines of her. She wore pumps, three maybe four inches high. I found myself sizing her up. She might have been around 5’5 or 5’6. A dwarf to my 6’6.

      I was willing to bet I could wrap both my hands around her waist and have my thumbs touch. I pictured it. My tan, tattooed, weathered hands around her tiny waist, thumbs touching at the intersection of her spine, hands squeezing, her back arching, my cock plunged—

      Her presence was suffocating.

      This wasn’t going to work.

      “Well, I definitely can’t change the past, but I can alter how I move forward in the future,” she was saying, in reply to something someone asked.

      When I looked up, her cool green eyes were settled on mine again. My mind went completely blank. I searched for something to say and came up empty, clenching my jaw instead.

      Without a word, I walked out of the room, leaving the two young men and Nina alone.

      “Dad?” Matteo called after me.

      I waved him off. “Show them out when you’re through. I have things to attend to.”

      Outside the room, I shoved two fingers between the collar of my shirt and my neck, eager for air. Eager to return to the room where she flirted with my son but knowing I could not be where she was.

      I stumbled up finally to my room and slammed the door shut.

      My stomach twisted with disgust. Burned with something more like salacity. Greed.

      Hunger.

      My cock ached for attention and I bit the inside of my cheek in an attempt to subdue it. The girl was barely twenty. She was here for Matteo, for my son. If everything went to plan, she would be my daughter-in-law. God help me.

      I pushed off the door, pacing the length of the Persian rug in front of my bed.

      It wasn’t as if I were celibate. I’d had a regular fuck buddy for years now. Elena; not a girlfriend, just a steady screw who knew what the deal was. The deal being I didn’t want another woman. After Matteo’s mother, my wife Antoinette died, I was done. And after ten years, I wasn’t looking.

      The daughter of the Russian mafia was practically a child.

      Practically, but not really. She was of age.

      Any man could see how beautiful she was. Any man would want a taste.

      The excuses weren’t helping.

      Deep, visceral guilt hollowed the pit of my stomach.

      I walked into the bathroom, leaning against the marble vanity to look down into the bowl of the wide sink.

      When was the last time I’d seen Elena? It might’ve been too long. A couple rounds with her and everything would sort itself out.

      Peeling myself out of my suit, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The tattooed chest and arms were mine, as was the heavy, platinum Audemars Piguet on my wrist. I had lived in this body for forty-two years but the wild-eyed, flushed look on my face was almost unrecognizable.

      I gave a cock a hard squeeze, willing it away as I twisted the knob in the shower and stepped inside, dousing myself in the icy stream to erase the stain of her from my mind.
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      “This is Nina.”

      I plastered what I hoped was a smile on my face, looking at them.

      At him.

      I didn’t even know who he was but I could guess from the way the air seemed to spark with authority and danger around him. Quickly, I pulled my focus to the other man. The younger one.

      He held a hand out, smiling easily as I craned my neck to look up at him.

      I was almost 5’7 in my heels and he was still comfortably taller than that. His hair, almost black, was tousled on his head, at odds with his clean-cut outfit. The crew sweater with the sleeves rolled up and designer jeans gave him the look of a hot, young rich boy. The kind who didn’t earn a thing but expected the world anyway.

      Since he was clearly my intended husband, I hoped I was wrong.

      I reached for the outstretched hand, clasping it tightly to shake.

      “Nina, a pleasure. I’m Matteo,” he said, flashing a brilliant smile.

      My smile went from fake to real, his easy charm working on me after two years of deprivation.

      Matteo leaned down and kissed the back of my hand before letting it go. The over-the-top gesture made me giggle, cutting the tension in the room and making this awkward situation just a little more palatable.

      “N-nice to meet you too. Karenina Pavlova,” I said, hearing the wobble in my voice.

      “Karenina? Sexy,” he winked.

      His face, angular and chiseled, bore the strong, prominent bones that could make him a model if he wanted. And those eyes…a light steady blue that I could get used to if persuaded.

      “Nina works too. Everyone calls me that.”

      Husband, huh?

      He wasn’t making the worst impression so far. He shifted slightly, looking toward the other man. My brother did the same, so I followed suit. He was standing there, his body as large, if not larger than Matteo’s. His hands were in his pockets and his expression, when I met his face, was fierce. I dropped my eyes immediately, hardly getting a good look at him.

      He was clearly the alpha male in the room. The decision maker. The one who would choose whether or not I was fit to join his family. Though I suspected the choice would have a lot more to do with what could be gained rather than anything to do with my looks or pedigree.

      My brother said people called him the ‘Blade’ because of his preferred method of dealing with his enemies. Up close and personal. With blood on his hands.

      I thought the name was relevant in a couple of other aspects too. Like the cut of his jaw or the sharp glints of silver slicing through his dark hair. He had to be at least in his mid-forties. Maybe older. But he didn’t look it. Not in the ways that mattered. Even beneath the tailored suit, it was easy to tell this man spent a lot of time at the gym…or strangling people for fun by the look of his massive hands, each finger circled in silver at the base.

      The rings glinted in the light as he flexed his fists and I forced my attention back to his son.

      I waited for the introductions to be made, the air becoming heavy with awkwardness before someone, anyone said anything.

      “Zanetti?” my brother finally said.

      The Italian don’s face snapped sharply to my brother.

      The resemblance between him and his son was remarkable. Angular, masculine faces inlaid with light-colored, piercing eyes. The blue I’d been admiring only moments ago became no more extraordinary than lake water next to his father’s: a light gray with a bold dark ring around the iris, the combination speaking of stormy skies and summer rain.

      “Good of you to finally join us,” the don said shortly, his words cracking like a whip. “Shall we begin?”

      We took our seats in the living room.

      “Thank you for inviting us into your home,” my brother said, pausing as drinks were served. Scotch for everyone, including me. In the dip in conversation, I looked over at the don. The Blade. My will wavered when I realized his eyes were on me first.

      Shocked into stillness, I almost choked on the tiny bit of scotch I’d sipped from my glass, but managed to swallow it down.

      “You look pretty good for having been in prison,” Matteo said.

      I laughed, shocked by his lack of tact.

      “Thanks,” I said, wondering how much the men knew. How much did he know, the don? He wasn’t saying much and his face gave away nothing.

      “First professional haircut in two years. Really makes a difference.”

      “So, what do you think?” he asked, gesturing his hands in a ta-da motion. I was blank. My prison-sharpened intuition fired wildly, looking for the trick. Waiting to be gaslighted.

      Struggling to think through the meaning of his open-ended question because I could feel the eyes of his father on my body. I fought the urge to look at him, exposed and uncomfortable.

      “Hm? About what?”

      “Me,” Matteo said with a cheeky grin. “He must have described me to you. What do you think? Worth it?”

      I laughed politely.

      “My brother didn’t mention how handsome you were, actually.”

      “A pleasant surprise then.”

      My brother cleared his throat, knocking my thigh with his knee, and I sat up straighter in response.

      “Must have been rough. You really don’t look like the type to have committed any sort of crime,” Matteo said.

      I blushed at his boldness, a zap of apprehension running through my veins.

      “It’s not a vacation. It’s supposed to be rough. I’m just happy to be out,” I said, smiling despite the indelicate discussion of my incarceration.

      Matteo seemed keen on asking the hard questions, but the haunting silence from his father was destabilizing me. Breaking me down brick by brick.

      Why couldn’t he stop staring?

      “Well… I’m impressed. Alex over here gave us pictures and to be honest, we were going to reserve judgment until we saw you. It was definitely worth it.”

      We, he said, we.

      Did that mean him and his father?

      “So, how do we know this isn’t going to happen again,” Matteo asked. This interrogation wasn’t getting easier, was it? I swallowed, tucking my hair back behind my ear. I assumed he meant ‘this’ as in the events that led to my incarceration.

      I didn’t know what they knew so I’d have to be careful in my reply and then kick my brother later for not better preparing me for the Italian inquisition. He was lucky I wasn’t actively trying to ruin this deal here and now. I wanted to. The only thing stopping me was fear of what my brother could be capable of without the leash and muzzle my father always kept on him.

      It would be so freaking easy to sabotage my brother’s well laid plans. So easy to say that I hadn’t changed. That they should worry about my intentions…my penchant for violence.

      Instead, I said, “Well, when I came home I had the first hot shower in two years where nobody was watching me. Safe to say I’ve learned my lesson,” and then covertly peeled my brother’s hard fingers from the base of my elbow and moved two more inches to my right.

      “You should see the shower in my bathroom,” Matteo said, the suggestion dripping innuendo.

      The older man suddenly rose, standing to his full height with a snarl on his lips. “Son,” he bit out before reverting back to being a silent voyeur to our meeting.

      I thought he might leave, but he went to stand behind the sofa where his son sat, instead.

      Did I do something wrong?

      I fought the urge to fidget and withdraw, Alexei’s threats at home still close.

      “Hey, do the female prisoners get down like the male ones? Do they…you know,” Matteo asked, his smile devious.

      My hands shook, wishing he’d shut the fuck up.

      Women were sexually active in prison, yes. Was that what he wanted to hear?

      Women cat-called the new inmates when they entered the facility for the first time going into intake. Was I supposed to tell him that?

      A gasp fled my lips before I could contain it when his father whirled and gave him a sharp rap on the back of his head with his knuckles. I bit down hard on my tongue to stop the snicker trying to surface.

      “We didn’t call this meeting to discuss the past, we called it to discuss the future,” the don snapped, his voice commanding the room with ease. Matteo straightened up, glancing at his father, his expression angry and shameful.

      “Fine. Let’s talk about the future, then.”

      “I’m definitely not going back inside. You don’t have to worry about that.” I brushed my hair back again, fixing the hem of my skirt as I crossed my legs.

      Hopefully, that would be the end to the prison questions. I didn’t want that part of my life being discussed but Matteo’s judgment wasn’t even what I feared most. I could see him in my peripheral vision, watching us, almost lurking just beyond the circle.

      “Your father was in the business, so you know what it’s like. The hours, the danger, law enforcement,” Matteo said.

      I nodded.

      I barely saw my father throughout my life. The threat of an arranged marriage to a man like him was ever present. I tried to run away from it once and failed. So far, despite the admittedly attractive prospect, I wasn’t warming to the idea.

      “Absolutely,” I said anyway.

      “You were well trained,” Matteo said, nodding toward my brother.

      I focused my energy on remaining still, serene, despite the infuriating conversation going on around me. More plans being made on my behalf. More promises that I was going to have to play the part, be someone’s something instead of just me. Marry a man who didn’t even love me. Who probably never would.

      “My brother was trained for his role, I was trained for mine,” I replied robotically.

      “Glad that lockup didn’t make you crazy, or whatever,” Matteo said, taking a swig of his scotch. For fuck’s sake. I exhaled slowly.

      He could have one more prison question before I snapped.

      Matteo laughed. I followed suit, so I didn’t scream. Was he watching? I allowed myself to glance over at him, at Matteo’s father.

      His lips parted and I thought it was finally his turn to say something. Give his formal stamp of approval or whatever, but then, he closed them again.

      The don looked away, turned, and walked out like he was late for a fucking train.

      I wanted to shrink into myself and disappear.

      I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

      My fists clenched in my lap.

      “Dad,” Matteo called after him.

      “Show them out when you’re through. I have things to attend to.”

      “How about I let the two of you get to know each other alone for a moment,” Alexei offered, clearly put off by the don’s dismissal and looking to salvage any chance at success here.

      I glanced at him, and he gave me a nod. A nod that said do whatever you have to do to get this done.

      In moments, Matteo and I were alone. Finally, I reached for the scotch I’d discarded on the side table, taking a small sip.

      “Hey?” Matteo prodded.

      The smile stiffened on my face. I looked over at him cautiously. It wasn’t a good sign when people teed up a question before asking it.

      “Hm?”

      His eyes quickly moved down my body before jumping back up to my face.

      “Are you really a virgin?”

      I swallowed the uncomfortable lump in my throat.

      Alexei was disgusting. Why tell them that?

      What kind of brother was concerned with his sister’s sex life?

      Oh right. The kind who wanted to sell off her virginity in exchange for power.

      “Yup. Last time I checked.”

      There was a bite to the words I wouldn’t apologize for.

      If virginity to him meant strictly vaginal penetration, then yes. No man had ever had the pleasure. Or woman, for that matter. If virginity referred to any part of my body then no. In fact, I was a whore.

      I’d sucked no less than five cocks while in prison, each of them countless times. I used to blow Bruno, my old bodyguard, too, but we wouldn’t talk about him.

      I didn’t elaborate at all, fully aware of the deranged preoccupation some men had with being the first. Alexei mentioned it as my selling point on purpose. Inadvertently, the thought of sex with Matteo crossed my mind, making me recoil sharply.

      His lips formed a smirk, and he did it again, roving his eyes up and down my body. I swallowed, the lump bigger this time. He was peeling my clothes off with his eyes, filling in the blanks with his imagination, trying to figure out what I looked like naked.

      “That’s what your brother said. You know, I won’t believe it until I see it.”

      Gas fires and atomic bombs were going off inside me.

      Fear, disgust, and unadulterated cringe burned through my bloodstream like street heroin. But on the outside, my face was serene, my breathing calm. I looked down demurely per my ‘virginal’ persona. Showing your cards was a great way to get yourself in trouble, I learned that the hard way.

      The less people knew about you, the more powerful you were.

      “And how do you intend to confirm or deny that?” I asked instead, swirling my scotch, acting coy.

      “You know how it goes. Wait, maybe you don’t. You see,” he paused, leaning in closer to me, bracing his elbows on his knees. A shadow fell over his eyes, but they were still a bright, blizzard blue, searing into me with unrelenting intensity.

      He would’ve been easier to dislike if he was just a little uglier.

      “When you take your first cock, it pops your cherry and it bleeds. When I fuck you, I expect painted sheets.”

      Scratch that, he was very easy to hate. I could have puked.

      That was all I was to him, a prize. An untouched woman that he could claim for the first time. Just some bizarre conquest. My brother’s sacrificial lamb.

      “Sounds painful.”

      “It will be. But don’t worry. It’s not happening yet. For you, I’ll wait until our wedding. A stipulation from your older brother.”

      What a gentleman.

      “You say that like we already have a deal,” I said, wishing to develop a taste for scotch so I could have a little more to take the edge off without choking it down.

      “I mean, I’m in. I’ll marry you. It has to happen at some point, and if I hold out, I might end up with the sister of that jackass who runs the show down on 5th. She looks like roadkill on a good day.”

      There he went, flashing that winning smile again. “But I want to make one thing clear: just because we’re getting married doesn’t mean we’re together like that,” he said.

      “Together like what?”

      “I mean this is business. Neither of us really want to be here, so there’s no need to pretend. You’ve seen how these things work. When the time comes, we’ll do the rings and the vows and eventually, you can pop out a few heirs to fight over the Zanetti empire, but until I decide otherwise, monogamy is off the table.”

      “I’m a virgin, not stupid. I don’t expect you to drop your roster just ’cause your daddy told you to.”

      He smirked again, this time with amusement that animated his eyes. He looked surprised. Excited. Exactly like my brother wanted.

      “We might actually get along after all.”

      I appreciated his honesty, despite the less than delicate delivery.

      Knowing there was no chance of romance meant there was also no chance of heartbreak. Sounded great to me. I wanted to avoid both.

      We made small talk until Alexei came back and we were excused to leave, the sit-down considered a success. Matteo’s father never came back though, a thought that nagged at me on the way home, secondary of course to the fact that my engagement was now cemented on the horizon.

      The decision of two strangers and the brother I hadn’t seen in two years.

      I stewed in the front seat of Alexei’s Porsche as he drove us back home.

      “He’s an asshole,” I announced.

      “Who?”

      “Matteo.”

      He scoffed.

      “I’d rather marry a goat than that playboy wannabe.”

      “It could be worse, little sister,” he said, easy dismissal as he drove, eyes never even leaving the road.

      “He’s not my type.”

      Alexei laughed.

      “Tall, muscled guy with money? That’s precisely your type,” he said. “That’s everybody’s type.” I ignored his perception, rolling my eyes.

      “I could still ruin the whole thing, you know,” I hedged, testing him. Needing to know the limits of his authority. Needing to be certain there was no way out before I resigned myself to a life in the shadows of the Zanetti family, plucked from a drawer for baby making and holiday photos and not much else.

      “I’m finally free after two years. I won’t go back to a cage. Even if it has air conditioning and a proper bed.”

      The Porsche slammed to a halt in the middle of the residential street. The car behind us honked angrily but managed to brake in time to avoid hitting the bumper. They shouted obscenities as they sped around us, and Alexei watched them go, seeming to be studying their license plate a little too closely.

      “What the fuck, Alex?” I sputtered, heart beating double-time from the shock. He looked at me, his face shadowed in the dark.

      I reached to unbuckle my seatbelt, but he caught my hand, crushing it in his grip as he fixed me with a hard look.

      “I’ll make it easy for you. You have two choices. Marry Matteo, or I sell you at auction to whatever sleazebag bids the highest price for that cherry.”

      He released my hand, and my lips parted in a silent gasp as he hit the gas again, continuing the drive as if he didn’t just threaten to sell me off to be forcefully raped.

      “I know men, many men. Rich men. A lot of them are looking for girls like you. Young, virginal, pretty, and they’ll pay. I told you once, Nina, I didn’t pull you out of prison because I missed you. Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      My breath shook.

      In the dark, panic flared through all my synapses.

      I’d been waiting for this moment, provoking it, but it still stunned me when it came. He couldn’t be trusted.

      My father saw me as a pawn in his game, but Alexei would do the same. No, he would do worse.

      “You’re worse than he ever was,” I muttered.

      “Push me and you’ll find out just how much worse I can be.”
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      Start with plié second position pulses to warm up those muscles. Straight back… good form… fifteen more seconds… the smiling girl with a high ponytail said from my phone screen, performing the movement seamlessly as she rattled off instructions for the viewers.

      I followed her lead, moving my body into the familiar, yet seldom practiced pose, my muscles barely holding up after too long left untrained.

      My muscles heated to the point of aching as I panted to catch my breath. Two years ago I could practice half the day with no problem. Now, a couple of pliés had me sweating.

      Pathetic.

      I pushed past the embarrassment of having let my fitness get so bad and continued with the routine from DanceGurlZoe on YouTube.

      Seven minutes into the thirteen-minute-long video, my phone rang, vibrating against the makeshift tripod I made using books balanced on the bed.

      I frowned at the unfamiliar string of digits, picking up if only to have the excuse to pause the slaughter of my leg muscles for a few brief moments.

      A robotic voice told me the call was coming from Washington Women’s Correctional Center. I gasped, clutching the phone tighter.

      “I accept!” I all but shouted down the line.

      “Penny?” I asked the instant the call clicked through. “Penny? Penny?”

      “Oh my God, Nina?”

      I laughed. I laughed so hard that tears gathered at the corners of my eyes and started spilling out. I sunk to the ground, clutching the phone in both hands. Penny squealed frantically on the other end of the line, matching my enthusiasm.

      “Girl, you’re alive!” she hooted. “Fuck, I’ve been so worried. When I got the note with this new number to reach you I came straight down to call. How are you? Do you miss me?”

      I croaked a watery laugh. “You have no idea.”

      “Well, if you miss me so much, what’s stopping you from coming back?”

      I laughed again, hard enough to hurt my already tender ribs. Her Boston accent cut right through the background noise of the dayroom where I knew she was sitting talking to me.

      “Do you know what? That isn’t even a bad idea,” I allowed, looking down at my hands. My nails had been manicured. Not a prison manicure. A real one, done by the actual nail tech that Alexei called to the house. Part of the team he had assembled to get me ready to meet my future husband, Matteo.

      When I was inside, the chance to get my hair done professionally, to wear something that didn’t feel like sandpaper against my skin, and go on a date with a hot guy seemed like the absolute height of luxury.

      I ran my thumb nail over the hard gel polish on the nail of my ring finger. Red. My brother picked the color. He said it was a color that men liked, and I needed to make a good impression on Matteo.

      “Don’t you dare. I was joking,” she said with a laugh.

      “I wasn’t.”

      The line went silent for several heavy moments.

      “What’s up, girl?” she asked, her tone conveying concern.

      My eyes swept around the room, checking the corners and edges where the walls met out of habit, but also from a lingering suspicion that Alexei might be watching me. I wouldn’t put it past him. He’d surprised me several times already in the short time since I’d gotten out.

      “I hate that after all this time, this is the shit I have to tell you,” I said, leaning my back against the side of my bed and looking up at the ceiling. I sighed, exhaling heavily but to no relief. The weight in my chest continued. The weight in my thoughts even heavier.

      “Tell me what? Is it your Dad? Did he do something? Did he hurt you?”

      I smiled weakly, feeling more protected by a woman miles away in the state penitentiary than I had ever been by members of my own family.

      I wouldn’t have made it through my sentence without her and even now, I still needed her.

      “It’s not him. He’s, uh, well, he’s no longer someone I need to worry about. He’s dead. Heart attack, apparently.”

      “Oh shit. I’m not sure if I should give you my condolences or throw you a party. You okay?”

      No, I wanted to say, but the reasons I wasn’t okay didn’t involve the death of my father, unless you counted what his death brought into my life.

      “I won’t miss him,” I said, verbally waving her off and avoiding her real question.

      “Well, in that case, I hope he burns in hell.”

      The giggles bubbled up out of my mouth before I could stop them. It was terrible to speak so ill of the dead. Awful, but this was my father we were talking about. There weren’t many people who would miss him. At least not for his glowing personality or any sort of kindness.

      “Yeah, you said it.” I sighed. “Now I just have my brother to deal with.”

      “Right. Guess the fuckhead took over for the boss. I hope he isn’t still holding the same grudge your father was against you. “

      “Not exactly,” I said, chewing my bottom lip. “He orchestrated my release to broker an alliance.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      “Shut the fuck up.”

      The details were a little much to get into, but that was the black-and-white of it. My life, my entire life had been narrowed down to two choices. Get married to a man I met exactly one time, who told me he planned on cheating on me throughout the entire marriage whether I liked it or not. Or, get sold to whatever terrible psycho liked to pay for virginal women on the black market.

      “You see why I wish I was back?” I said. “I feel like I just traded one prison for another.”

      “Can’t you go to the cops?”

      I was already shaking my head as she said it. Between the Italian mafia and my brother’s bratva, the cops weren’t going to do anything. Why would they? A good majority of them took bribes from the two groups regularly.

      “Guess that won’t help,” she said after a beat of silence, answering her own question. “But, I mean, what could your brother really do if you just refused?”

      I snorted quietly. Penny didn’t need to know that there was no way out of this unless I carved one out myself.

      “There has to be something you can do,” she pushed.

      “There is,” I replied, keeping my voice low. “I can run.”

      “Wait… No, wait, you can’t do that. I know you said you need to get out but…look at what happened last time you tried to run.”

      “Can you think of another option?”

      She was silent, the distant hum of noise from the dayroom coming through the line.

      Yeah.

      That’s what I thought.

      “I know what didn’t work the first time I tried to run. I can do it right this time. I’m smarter now.”

      “I don’t know, girl. Sounds like a quick way to find yourself right back where you started or worse. You said it yourself, death is the only way out if you’re born into that world.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      I bit my lip so hard that it felt numb.

      The automated message giving us our two-minute warning played, triggering a scratchy feeling in my throat and tightness in my chest.

      “I’ll write you when I’m safe. If you call and I don’t answer, just assume I’m on the run. I’ll be okay, Pen.”

      “I just want to make it clear that I do not agree with this plan in any way shape or form, and if you get yourself dead, I take absolutely no responsibility.”

      A bark of a laugh edged in tears forced its way free of my throat.

      “Love you too, Pen.”

      “Love—”

      The line went dead.
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      My thumb ran over the worn satin of my slippers. I didn’t need them. Or at least, I wouldn’t need them until I was settled wherever I was going.

      I could get new ones.

      I squeezed them to my chest. New shoes sucked.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I stuffed them in the bag before I could change my mind. Just in case I needed them.

      I immediately felt foolish.

      What would I need them for?

      A dance battle?

      What the hell was I doing?

      Now was not the time to be sentimental. I needed to get out of here. I packed as much as possible while staying light. The shoes were unnecessary.

      I tossed them back into the cupboard and closed it.

      My fingertips lingered on the wood, unmoving, second-guessing the choice as soon as I’d made it.

      The shoes weighed nothing.

      I could just squeeze them in somewhere.

      Fuck it.

      I grabbed them and stuffed them back in the bag.

      Already in there was a change of clothes, some hair dye, some cash that’d stayed in my hidey-hole behind the books for the last two years undisturbed, sanitary products, and toiletries.

      I’d get a burner cell on the way.

      A sleeping bag and tent were too bulky, and I didn’t expect to need them. The first thing I needed was distance. Once there were enough miles of road between Alexei and me, I’d figure out the details.

      I put sneakers on and grabbed the backpack, pulling the hood of my sweater over my hair, secured in a bun.

      It’d been a little more than twenty-four hours since my phone call with Penny.

      Alexei wasn’t home. The housekeeper had told me he was away tonight, giving me the vague response of ‘traveling’ when I asked where.

      Despite that, I didn’t want to use the front door. I opened the window and dropped my backpack, aiming for the hedge lining the side of the house. Leaning out the window, I gauged the space between my floor and the ground. About a good twelve feet. I swallowed, trying to picture myself getting from here to there without a broken foot or worse.

      The hedges will break your fall.

      The shadowed yard looked easy enough to blend into, but the street beyond was well-lit, reflecting the average annual household income of the residents.

      That wasn’t ideal for my purposes, but I hadn’t lived here for the past two years. Hopefully, nobody recognized me.

      My fingers screamed almost as loudly as my own heartbeat in my ears as I scaled the stonework outside my window, trying to get close enough to vines running up the weathered exterior of the house.

      The instant my fingers grazed the spindly vines, I breathed a sigh of relief, using them to get down to the balcony of the lower floor’s library.

      Throwing a leg over the side, I kept my eyes forward, twisting my body to face away from the open air as I lowered myself as far down as I could.

      Legs dangling with both hands secured, I risked a look down at the ground. Eight feet now. Maybe even seven.

      Totally doable.

      Right?

      My confidence renewed, I released the balustrade completely.

      My heels connected first, and I let out a loud humph as I fell back, the items in the backpack digging into my spine as I struggled to get the air back in my lungs and shake out the ache in my heels.

      There had never been cameras on this side of the house before, not ones that faced down to the ground, but when I looked up, it was directly into the blinking red eye of a shiny black unit fixed to the bottom side of the balustrade.

      Fuck.

      I jumped to my feet, walking to the street with long, firm strides.

      My hands gripped the straps on my backpack like they threatened to come loose.

      Dark, ominous objects played at the edges of my vision, monsters of my own making.

      Alexei wasn’t even home.

      But that didn’t mean he didn’t have someone monitoring the cameras.

      The prison-honed urge to always watch my back screamed at me to secure my surroundings, but I didn’t. I ran.

      Maybe I’d go to New Orleans. Or Florida. Or if I could find a fixer to make me a new passport and supporting docs, Europe. I’d always wanted to visit. I’d heard Greece was nice this time of year.

      Yes. An ocean between me and my old life sounded like exactly what I needed.

      It was almost too easy to buy a bus ticket once I got to the depot at the edge of the city, but the waiting in the station for departure felt like torture.

      Almost there.

      I wouldn’t claim victory until I crossed the state line.

      When it was time, I took a window seat near the back, next to a middle aged man absorbed in something on his phone.

      Maybe Alexei wasn’t as sharp as dear old Daddy after all. I never would’ve gotten this far when he was head of the empire. Hell, I barely made it five blocks last time.

      During the almost three-hour ride, my positive feeling buoyed me, keeping me energetic and alert while other passengers dropped off to sleep.

      The man next to me cleared his throat before answering a call on his phone, giving me an apologetic look for the loudly blaring tone.

      “Yes,” he said into the receiver, his accent familiar. “Yes, sir, she’s right next to me.”

      I froze in my seat, my breath catching in my throat, ice water pooling in my stomach.

      My throat closed.

      He peeked at me, the tiniest of cruel smiles pulling at the side of his mouth.

      My muscles coiled, searching over the seat backs for an escape route.

      “Would you like to speak with her?”

      My confidence shattered piece by piece.

      I moved to rise and the man pushed something hard into my side. I didn’t have to look to know exactly what it was.

      “Understood,” he said into his phone and hung up.

      My head bowed forward, hitting the back of the seat in front of me as a scream grew in my chest, blocked by the dam of my lips.

      “Now, now, Karenina,” he said, his words easily passing for a comfortable conversation instead of a threat. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you home safe and sound where you belong.”

      How many more of Alexei’s men were there on this bus?

      I hit my head on the seat at the same time the man gave my back a pat, making me jolt up and whirl on him. “Don’t you fucking touch me.”

      The passengers in front of us stirred, whispering as they peeped back between the seats.

      Alexei’s man shook his head at me almost imperceptibly, a warning. If I made this any more difficult than I already had there would be consequences. With Dad, it was a leather corded whip to the backs of my hands or thighs. What would Alexei do?
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      We took a nondescript black sedan back to Seattle. The vehicle was already in the lot of the bus depot waiting for us, and I had to admire the quick work of my brother’s men.

      I didn’t recognize him or either of the other two men who’d paused for a quick conversation with him once the bus stopped. They could’ve been private hires, but from their accents, I had to assume they were part of the bratva.

      After two years and a leader change, I’d be surprised if any of the previous members I recognized were still in the fold.

      I leaned my head against the window, despondently watching the darkness outside.

      The car jerking to a stop some time later dragged me back to attention from a state near sleep. Before I could blink, my door fell from beneath my head, yanking open from the outside.

      “Hey,” I shouted as rough hands dragged me from the backseat.

      Alexei propped me roughly to my feet. I had just enough time to see it was him before my head snapped back and pain exploded across my cheekbone.

      I stumbled, and as he released my arm, I fell to the uneven asphalt, bits of sharp pavement cutting into my palms as I gathered the coppery taste in my mouth and spat.

      My ears rang and my head spun as he yanked me back up to standing with a hand clenched around my wrist.

      My breath gushed from my lungs as he slammed me against the side of the car. I cried out as the edge of the trunk dug into the small of my back.

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

      I parted my lips, only managing a whimper.

      He slammed my back against the car again.

      I couldn’t see him through the haze of hot tears filling my eyes.

      “I knew I needed to keep tabs on you. I knew you would pull some shit like this. You never listen. You never learn. What the fuck did I tell you would happen, hmm?” he yelled, his breath hot on the side of my face.

      I remembered. I needed no reminding.

      Alexei yanked me forward, dragging me by the wrist toward a house I didn’t recognize.

      “Where are we? Where are you taking me?”

      He didn’t answer, just yanked brutally at the raw skin on my wrists, making me stumble to keep pace.

      The brightness inside the house blinded me, a surprise until I realized that the reason it didn’t show from the outside was that there were boards on the windows.

      He stopped, inspecting me.

      His face twisted in a sneer, unimpressed with my appearance.

      “Not ideal, but it’s going to have to do.”

      Going to have to do for what?

      “Alexei, where are you taking me?” I demanded.

      I pulled away from him, trying to get free, but he was too strong.

      My breath shuddered wildly, my thoughts a garbled mess of panic that pulsed through me as clearly as the throbbing in my cheek.

      Down the hallway, we came to a door that led to a basement. Weak and scared, I tripped down most of the steps behind my brother.

      Blue and red lights illuminated the space ahead, down a narrow corridor.

      My stomach turned.

      “No,” I cried, trying to pry his fingers from my flesh to no avail. Even as my nails dug in deep enough to draw blood, he didn’t release me.

      The low hum of conversation down the hallway came to a grinding halt as we passed the threshold, emerging from the shadows into the light.

      Ahead of us, a scuffed black runway sliced the open space in two.

      Dozens of eyes alighted on us as the spotlights caught us in their glow.

      Men. It was all men. None younger than my father. All of them in tailored suits. Polished black shoes. With eyes that promised my ruin.

      Oh god.

      That was when I noticed them. The women. Lingering at the edges of the space amid the shadows. Some held trays while others bent to light cigars on the lips of my brother’s patrons. All of them in various states of undress.

      “Look at that, little sister, we’re right on time. It’s starting.”

      He tugged me violently, and I let out a squeal, deciding right there I’d rather die than let him drag me up on that runway.

      But he didn’t. He dragged me down instead, pulling me in to his side, forcing me to stand straight.

      “You’re not on the menu tonight, not yet,” he whispered haughtily in my ear. “Consider this a warning.”

      I burst into tears, relief and disgust mingling to make a cocktail of dread.

      Alexei kept a death grip on my arm, forcing me to watch as a woman entered from the other end of the space, stepping up onto the runway like a spooked calf.

      “In the rooms upstairs, these women perform services, film videos, that’s the used ones though. The virgins are sold outright. Single-use if you will.”

      I watched the scene in front of me unfold like a horror movie.

      The woman on the stage was barely a woman at all; she looked my age if not younger. Maybe sixteen. Seventeen?

      She started to strip, and bile rose in my throat.

      The men stirred, some getting close to the platform, others cat-calling from their seats.

      Alexei moved in closer until his lips touched the curve of my ear, and I gagged. “There’s a suite upstairs where they have the opportunity to verify her virginity before they take her back to whatever hole they’ll keep her in. They get a refund if she doesn’t bleed.”

      I swallowed hard, twisting my face away from him.

      “When it’s your turn, little sister, I’ll stay to watch you paint the sheets.”
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      I dragged out my usual seat in the far corner of the restaurant and fell into it, waiting the requisite thirty seconds before the waiter appeared with my usual. Two fingers of scotch, neat.

      I let a sip of scotch mellow in my mouth as my partner for the evening arrived. Unlike Pavlova’s spawn, my man wasn’t late. I was just early.

      Fred sat opposite me, discarding his hat on the table as he leaned back in his chair. He dressed like it was the Great Depression. Trench coats and hats. Real classy. The ladies loved it.

      “There’s a new nightclub coming up on 172nd,” he said. No greeting, no preamble. Straight to the point. Fred Drogo and I had been associated for long enough that I let it slide.

      He’d been my underboss for as long as I cared to remember. It was cagey at first, given that he was almost ten years my senior, but authority didn’t always look linear in organizations like ours.

      “Has anyone been there to talk to the buyer?”

      “Not yet. The site is still being viewed. Purchase hasn’t gone through yet.”

      There was room for opportunity then. I swirled the remaining scotch in my glass.

      Getting to the buyers before they made it official meant that we could undercut the bank, become the bank, make fucking bank. Clubs moved huge amounts of money every week. None of our club clients had any problems with repayment.

      The waiter arrived, bringing Drogo’s usual, letting us know that food was on the way.

      A head of blonde in my peripheral caught my attention.

      I glanced over. It was a woman in green entering the restaurant with a date. Had to be the twentieth one today. A particular blonde wouldn’t leave me alone, and I was seeing her everywhere I looked.

      “Did you talk to the Russian already?” Drogo asked. I drained my scotch, needing it before I talked about that fucking kid. I grimaced, taking the burn of the liquid, feeling it in my chest.

      “The son’s a pain in my ass. I miss his old man already.”

      Fred chuckled, taking a swig of his beer. I’d never seen him drink a thing besides dark ale.

      “He’s better on a leash than cut loose.”

      “I don’t know. He gets promoted and first thing he’s doing is trying to get us into bed. Though getting an in to the gambling dens would see our bottom line increase by at least half.”

      “Was that it, then? Nothing to sweeten the deal?”

      His wheezy laugh was courtesy of the cigars he liked to smoke in the evenings. All he needed was a tommy gun and he’d look like he’d fallen right out of a black-and-white mobster flick from the twenties.

      “Nah. He threw in his kid sister for good luck.”

      Drogo whistled, seeming genuinely impressed by the move. “A marriage would cement things,” he mused. “What does she look like? Did you take her?”

      Shameful, childish bitterness raised bile up the back of my throat.

      “She wasn’t for me,” I gritted out. “Too young. She’s meant for the new generation. Matteo. He seems to like her.”

      “Tell me your boy’s marrying a big-breasted milkmaid named Olga,” Fred said, holding his hands out in front of his chest to demonstrate just how stacked Olga the milkmaid was.

      “Wrong cultural stereotype.” I shook my head. “Try again.”

      “What does she look like, then?” he asked, leaning forward on the table.

      I flinched, beating back the possessive urge to tell him to fuck off. It didn’t matter what she looked like, it was none of his business. I cleared my throat, nervously flicking my wrist and looking at the watch, even though I didn’t care what time it was.

      “On the taller side. Blonde. A little thin,” I said, throwing in a shrug to seem disinterested.

      “Yeah? Give me something. What color are her eyes?”

      Green. Soft, the color of newly grown moss.

      “Green. Maybe hazel,” I said flatly.

      “That it? My god.” He sunk back in his chair, a look of disappointment etched in his expressive face. “The bitch is ugly, ain’t she?”

      “She’s a fucking knockout,” I insisted, defending her before I could stop myself.

      Drogo looked at me funny, his mouth falling open like he wasn’t sure what to say. I settled back in my seat, willing the tension across my shoulders to loosen.

      “You got a picture of this not-ugly chick?”

      No. I didn’t need one. I saw her with my eyes closed. I saw her when she was nowhere in sight.

      Catching another blonde head, my eyes involuntarily followed it. Her eyes were down and she was walking toward the restrooms. Tall, slim. My mouth dried out, noticing the shadow of the dimple in her chin.

      It was her.

      It couldn’t be. Why would she be here?

      I craned my neck to see better, certain after another moment of stalking her path to the restrooms that it was without a doubt Nina Pavlova. In my restaurant.

      I shot up, pushing my chair back, following her.

      “Where you goin’?” Drogo called.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      She disappeared into the alcove where the bathrooms were located. I followed, expecting to have to wait for her to come out, but there she was, standing by the wall of the ladies’ room, her head bowed.

      Fuck me.

      Was she crying?

      Acid filled my core, and I clenched my fists, clearing my throat as I approached her with all the caution of a lion attempting to make friends with a lamb.

      “Nina?”

      Her eyes shot up, widening as they took me in.

      “You scared me,” she sputtered, covering her mouth, her eyes darting everywhere but at my face.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Nina sniffed, looking around for something to wipe her nose. I stepped into the men’s room, pulling several paper towels from the dispenser and coming back with them. She took them sheepishly, still keeping those haunting eyes cast to the floor. Half her face hidden behind the curtain of her hair.

      “Are you here alone?”

      She was in a long-sleeved coral dress that came to just above her knees.

      “No. I’m here with Matteo, actually. He’s just ordering for us. I guess he didn’t tell you he asked me to dinner?”

      My teeth came down on the inside of my cheek.

      They were courting.

      I should be glad he was taking this seriously. Making an attempt to get to know his soon-to-be wife. Instead, I was here, my fist aching to drive into whatever piece of shit had the gall to make this girl upset to the point of tears.

      My lips parted in belated realization.

      “If he’s the one who made you so upset—”

      She laughed weakly, shaking her head, cutting the train of thought short.

      “No. No, he’s been great. A real gentleman, actually.”

      We both knew that was a load of horseshit.

      I cocked my head at her, already analyzing whether it could have been one of my men who slighted her. Perhaps the waitstaff.

      “It’s just…my brother,” she finally offered. “He’s different now. Not like I remember.”

      “Family can be difficult, and I know first-hand the pressures of taking on an empire before you’re ready.”

      She scoffed, and I frowned, trying to understand what she was telling me without words.

      She peered up at me with mournful eyes and a sad smile. Something tugged in my chest, hard enough to knock the breath out of me.

      “I won’t bore you with the details.”

      “I’ll hear them if you want to tell me,” I said, snapping my jaw shut, internally berating myself for not already walking away.

      She dabbed her eyes with a paper towel, clearing her throat.

      “You and your son have been great, Mr. Zanetti,” she started. I stopped her there with a raised hand.

      “Call me Vincenzo,” I said. “Or just Enzo, if you prefer.”

      Her eyes were guarded, but she nodded discreetly.

      “Thank you so much for your hospitality and taking the offer my brother extended,” she said, seemingly unaware that we had made no formal agreement as of yet, though the deal was as good as done given that the Pavlova girl was here to break bread with my son.

      “Are you talking about the deal?”

      “About me,” she corrected. “I don’t know if you know this, but if it wasn’t this, your son, I mean, Alexei was going to shuttle me off into his trafficking business. Virgins fetch a handsome price, I’m told.”

      My ears rang.

      “What did you just say?” I snapped. Her eyes widened, her body language turning cagey. Eyes fearful. “Your brother deals in trafficking?”

      And he was going to…what?

      “Oh. Oh my god, You didn’t know. Shit.” Her hands shook. “Please. Please, you can’t tell him you know. I didn’t mean—”

      I held up a hand to quiet her. Needing a moment of silence for my own processing.

      That sneaky little bastard. Nothing happened in this city I didn’t know about. Nothing, apparently, except Alexei Pavlova trafficking in women. But there was one detail I needed absolute clarity on before I decided exactly what needed to be done.

      “If you and my son were not getting married, Alexei—” I reeled it in, letting a couple of beats pass before I continued, trying to keep my voice level through the murderous chaos raging in my skull. “Your brother was going to sell you?”

      Her face was already red from crying, but now, it was embarrassment, fear that she’d said too much. Her lips pressed firmly closed. She absently tucked her hair behind her ear. And then I saw it.

      I grabbed her hand, pulling it away to reveal the dark oval bruises over her cheekbone, creeping toward her temple and hairline.

      “Who did this? Him? Did Alexei do this?”

      She winced, and I released her hand only for her to pull it into her chest, her slender fingers gently caressing more bruises around her wrist.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      Her face hardened even though her eyes welled with fresh tears.

      “Would it matter?”

      “Tesorina, of course it matters.”

      “Please don’t say anything. It’ll only be worse if you do.”

      The image of Alexei Pavlova sullied in my mind. Irreparably. I was disgusted that I ever shook his hand, for any reason, let alone considered the idea of entering a deal with him.

      No. I couldn’t entertain his offer of partnership. Not knowing this. Did he really think I wouldn’t find out? I already had my men tearing through his closets for skeletons.

      “I would’ve found out without your help. One way or another.”

      I brushed her hair back from her shoulder, and she shivered, peering up at me with so much hurt that I felt the aftershocks of it in my own core.

      “This is not your fault, but I can’t leave it alone,” I said simply, not elaborating in case it upset her further.

      But I also can’t throw you back into his hands…

      What sort of man would I be if I did?

      I should have him executed.

      And incite war?

      I ground my teeth. Maybe just castrate him, then.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      Destroy him. Cut him down like a tree, segment the parts and scatter them far enough away from each other to never be found again.

      Alexei Pavlova was finished. But he couldn’t know it. Not yet. Not until this innocent creature was far enough away that the blast radius couldn’t touch her.

      “What I should’ve done from the start, Tesorina.”

      “Hey!” a man called from down the hall. I didn’t recognize him, but from the Russian accent, I had to imagine this was the escort Alexei sent with his sister. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? Get back out here.”

      Nina stiffened beneath my fingers, her doe eyes widening in fear.

      Rage coiled in my gut.

      The Russian soldier, who seemed not to have recognized me in the dim lighting, stormed down the hall. His hand flew out like a striking snake in an attempt to drag Nina away. I stopped him with a first fist wrapped around his wrist and enough fire in my eyes to burn him to ash where he stood.

      “A word,” I spat, my fingers itching toward my blade.

      Recognition flared over his features and his brows drew. “Apologies, Mr. Zanetti, I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

      “Nina, please use the rear exit of the restaurant,” I said, attempting to keep my voice even as I released the escort and withdrew my keys from my pocket to press into her hand. “Wait for me in the car.”

      “My orders are to bring her back to the Pavlova estate after—”

      “Stop talking.”

      I nodded for Nina to ignore him and leave us. Hesitantly, with her fearful eyes flitting between us for another moment, she finally did, vanishing into the kitchen.

      “Sir, I must insist—”

      The metallic flick of switchblade cut him off mid-sentence, turning words to a wet garble of a groan as I sank it to the hilt through his fourth and fifth ribs.

      I leaned in close, hissing in his ear. “I should’ve cut your hands off for trying to touch her, but your life is a suitable replacement.”

      Twisting the blade, I wrung a final whimper from him before he sagged against the wall, going still.

      “Did I just see the Russian girl out back?” Drogo asked, appearing down the hall, having come from the kitchen. And then as he realized what he was looking at, a sigh. “Well fuck. That might cause a problem.”

      I withdrew the blade, my hand wet with red, letting the man slump to the floor, my ears still ringing with unspent rage.

      “I’ll take care of it,” I managed, my voice low, almost unrecognizable.

      The mess I made glared up at me from its lifeless lump on the floor.

      Shit.

      “Clean this up before someone sees it, would you?”
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      The tension was so thick, it was almost suffocating.

      Enzo’s hands were on the wheel, both of them, his grip so tight it looked like it hurt. It was hard to tell in the darkened cabin of the McLaren, but it looked like there was blood on a couple of his fingers. Like he tried to rinse it off but missed some spots around his nails and knuckles.

      His eyes were trained forward and hadn’t looked left or right the entire time we’d been on the road, not even to back up out of a parking spot when he wordlessly slipped into the driver’s seat. I looked down at my own hands, not sure where else to look, feeling like I could say something but maybe shouldn’t.

      He was agitated when we had our conversation in the restaurant, and it seemed like he still was. The steely, hot pressure coming off of him felt like a wall. I felt simultaneously exposed and yet protected at the same time. I wanted to look at him. I wanted to reach toward him somehow but he seemed impenetrable to both my eyes and my words right now. I looked down, the effect of his presence lessened when I wasn’t looking right at him.

      “I hope Matteo won’t mind me coming to stay with you,” I muttered.

      Or that you just stole me away from our first official date.

      I turned my head toward him, enough that I faced the chiseled profile of his face. There was a pause, several long seconds where I thought he hadn’t heard me and was about to repeat myself, but then, he looked over at me.

      Air lodged in my chest, like something too big to swallow. The car was darkened, but the bright lights of his eyes seared into mine. Again, I scrambled. I felt like I should say something, like I should do something. Like there was weight and significance in his look, and he expected something from me that I wasn’t giving yet.

      God dammit. He was hot. Light from the lit storefronts and streetlights outside flashed momentarily inside the car, offering brief illumination before plunging us back into mostly darkness. The light and shadow danced over his face, shadowing the planes and lighting the high points of his chiseled, masculine appearance. An electric shock of attraction made itself known inside me, deep in my core.

      And then, he looked away.

      “The two of you will be married sooner or later. To Matteo, this is probably the best-case scenario,” he said.

      Rejection pulled a sharp tug in my chest. I swallowed, shrinking away from him, feeling utterly stupid for the moment that I recognized his attractiveness. I couldn’t believe I felt a pull from him. Obviously, there was no pull.

      I bit my lip, dragging my thumb nail across one of my fingernails, over the hard, gel polish. My teeth worked harder, gnawing into my lip. The gulf between us felt even bigger now. Did he know? Did he know I was basically checking him out and he had to remind me who he was and the fact that I needed to take that attention and direct it toward his son?

      Mortification settled in my chest, effectively silencing me for the rest of the ride until we pulled up to an enormous house. Belatedly, I realized it was his. He parked outside instead of putting the car in the garage. Silently he turned the engine off and got out of the vehicle. I was about to let myself out when he appeared at my window, opening my door for me, and offering a hand to help me out.

      

      My eyes stayed down as I stepped out of the vehicle, muttering my thanks for his chivalrous gesture, my hand burning where he touched it. My face was red, flattered that he was so gentlemanly, which embarrassed me even more. I felt so naïve, and inexperienced. What kind of woman lost her shit because a guy opened a car door for her? It was embarrassing.

      I wrestled with my feelings as he led the way to the door, quickly opening it via biometric lock. Inside, we walked into a grand, marble-floored foyer. Gorgeous, priceless paintings adorned the walls and baroque-inspired furniture stood close to the far wall. While the outside of the mansion was more modern, the inside took distinct cues from historical glamor with the art and decorative columns. I was admiring a painting on the wall when he walked toward the staircase.

      “Come with me,” he said without a look back over his shoulder to see whether I had actually followed. I hurried, trying to keep up with his long strides in my high heels. We went up the stairs and walked past several doors before coming to nearly the end of the passageway. He opened the door to a room and I followed him inside.

      Flicking on the light switch revealed a spacious, beautifully furnished bedroom.

      Surprisingly, the color scheme almost echoed the one in my bedroom at home. Blue, mother of pearl, cream, and pale yellow. However, this combination of colors adorning the more classical furnishing seemed dreamier, almost dollhouse-like.

      The notion at once sunk my mood with its irony. A doll house, because that was what I was. A doll. A set piece in the lives of other people to be controlled, imprisoned and passed around because my will meant nothing.

      “You’ll stay here.” I jumped, staggering backward as his voice pierced my thoughts.

      Momentarily, he had completely escaped my notice, but now, facing me head-on, he captured it completely. I felt a foot tall and starkly exposed. Was my makeup okay? His eyes on me had the intensity of a hundred cameras that could zoom, distort and warp my image; I had to look my best around him. It would almost feel disrespectful to talk to him with a lipstick smudge on my teeth.

      Hadn’t he said something just now?

      “I… thanks. Thank you. The room is beautiful.”

      No words, just a short, sharp nod.

      “Wait, what about my brother? He’s going to ask questions. He’ll be angry,” I said.

      Enzo’s jaw clenched and I saw the bob of his Adam’s apple in his throat. Flicking his wrist, he glanced down at his watch.

      “I’ll deal with your brother. Whatever happened to you in that house is unacceptable. He doesn’t get to you without going through me, tesorina.”

      He hadn’t said anything X-rated, or overly private, but still, color stung my cheeks, like he had just made an inappropriate pass at me.

      …if he did make a pass at me, I wouldn’t think it was inappropriate.

      The intrusive thought only heated my cheeks further, and I shoved it from my mind, casting my gaze away from my intended’s father, only daring to peek up at him from beneath the cover of my lashes.

      With the flex of his jaw and a hard, determined look in his eyes, I believed him. He meant what he said. In a house I had never stepped foot in, with a man who had been a stranger until days ago, I felt strangely…safe.

      It was such a foreign thing, such a coveted thing, that as soon as I recognized it for what it was, hot tears stung the backs of my eyes and I had to work to keep them in.

      “Thank you,” I managed in a watery voice, and cleared my throat, clenching my fists at my sides. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to repay you for this,” I said.

      “What did I tell you? From now on, you are under my protection. Any action against you is an action against me.”

      My lips fell open, then closed because I had nothing to say to that. After years of watching my back, men taking advantage of me and selling me out, I believed this one when he said he wasn’t going to. My chest filled and something low in my belly tightened.

      The air in the room felt heavy. There were a couple steps between us, but it felt much closer. In the silence, it came back. That pull toward him; it wasn’t just my imagination, and I wasn’t dying to feel another human’s touch.

      My skin flushed. His gaze burned. It dropped, almost imperceptibly from my eyes, landing on my lips. I gasped silently. His eyes flashed, flames the cool gray of curling smoke.

      “I…” I whispered, panicked by the escalating tension, wanting to run from it but wanting more than that to surrender.

      Enzo took a step toward me, then another. Goosebumps rose over my skin as if he’d drawn a finger down my arm, despite there still being plenty of space between us.

      “What is it?” he probed gently; his voice dropped low.

      “What’s that word you keep saying?” I asked. “Tes…” I trailed off, not quite remembering what it was.

      His mouth pulled into a small smile.

      “Tesorina. It means—”

      “Oh, there you guys are,” a voice came from the doorway. I dropped my eyes, turning away from Enzo as if I’d been caught with my hand in the cookie jar. I heard him clear his throat loudly. The fire continued in my chest and face, but this time for different reasons.

      “Matteo,” his father said.

      Yup, that’s right. His father.

      My future father-in-law.

      I flinched at the inner slap the thought rightly provoked.

      “What happened?” he asked. “I got your text. Why did you—”

      “She stays here now.”

      The confused expression on his son’s face didn’t change.

      They were probably going to talk about this later. Indignance beat in my chest. I hated being the subject of conversations that I wasn’t a part of.

      “How long?” Matteo asked instead of the hundred other questions he could’ve demanded answers to.

      “As long as is needed.”

      Enzo leaned over to mutter something else to his son, something too quiet for me to hear, and then he walked out.

      “Why didn’t you say there was something wrong at home?” Matteo asked me.

      I shrugged. “What were you going to do about it?”

      A knot formed between his eyebrows, drawing darkened eyes together. Too little too late, I realized I’d struck a nerve.

      “Very soon, you will be my responsibility, Nina. Mine. If you need something, you come to me,” he said, motioning with his hands toward himself. A shudder ran over my skin.

      “Just because we’ll be married doesn’t mean I’ll belong to you,” I said, unable to keep the snarky edge out of my voice.

      His eyebrows lowered as he cocked his head. I thought I’d hit another nerve, but then he smirked. “I didn’t mean to say it like that.”

      “Yes, you did,” I argue. “It’s fine. I get it. I’ll be yours, but only in the way that suits you.” I shrug again. “It doesn’t matter. Neither of us really want to do this.”

      “Hey, speak for yourself,” he said, his eyes leering at me. My flight response screamed at me to run. Jump out the window, anything.

      I cocked a brow at him before turning on my heel to go and sit on the bed, trying to put some distance between our awkward stand-off at the door.

      As I sat down, I regretted it, realizing that the gesture seemed suggestive. Matteo followed, remaining a few steps away from the bed.

      “You seem surprised,” he said.

      “If I recall, the last time we spoke, you made it clear you had no intention of cutting off the rest of your roster just because you and I will be married. And, you reminded me that this is very much a business arrangement,” I said.

      Matteo chuckled, shrugging his shoulders as he slid his hands in his pockets. Enzo did that too. I admonished myself silently for how easily he came to mind.

      “Did I say that? Look, I didn’t mean any offense. I was just trying to be real with you. It’s an arranged marriage. I’ll go along with it for the sake of our organizations. I won’t embarrass you. You will always have whatever you want. There are just some things that are not inside me to do, if you know what I mean.”

      I tried not to scoff at him or make a lewd joke. It was harder than it should’ve been.

      “Sure,” I sighed, rising back to my feet to signal that he should leave. “If there isn’t anything else, I’m tired and would like to be left alone.”

      He stood, scratching uncomfortably at the back of his neck.

      “So direct,” he said on a breathy chuckle. “I thought Russian women were supposed to be submissive.”

      “Have you met Russian men?”
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      “Have you lost your fucking mind!”

      The door swung on its hinges and slammed against the wall. Alexei stormed into the room like a blizzard. I looked up just in time to see my soldiers apprehend him. Two men, one on each side, restraining him. We were at the restaurant.

      At first, inviting him to the house, alone, and then with his sister, was our show of goodwill. After taking his sister, I knew what I was doing, the line I was crossing.

      Most, if not all bets were off. That was a day ago.

      “Do you need a moment before we speak?” I asked.

      He bared his teeth like a rabid dog, trying to lunge forward with two men holding him back. My mouth twisted. That was what the hell he was. A dog. Dirty Russian hound. Nina’s shaky voice, her guarded, tear-filled eyes came to mind. He was lucky his cooperation depended on him being alive because if it didn’t, I would have bypassed kidnapping Nina and killed the son of a bitch. A knife low enough to hit the liver so the bleed out was long and drawn out.

      Even that wouldn’t be enough. Everything, even the murder had degrees. There was honor among made men, but any man who wielded his strength against a woman was lower than dirt to me. Our women were always shielded from the worst of our business, as much as possible. They weren’t on the streets, and they were protected, no matter what. My wife hadn’t seen as much as a bloodstain that got onto my clothes. The same would be true for Nina.

      I almost shuddered, my blood boiling remembering the marks this filth put on her body. That bright, glamorous dress she wore didn’t hide shit.

      What I did was impulsive. It broke protocol. I’d probably have to pay for it.

      And I’d do it again in a second.

      “Where is she?” he spat, struggling against the men holding him back.

      “Miss her already?” I taunted, unable to help myself.

      He tried again, fruitlessly, to lunge at me. I smiled at the sick pleasure it gave me to get under his skin.

      “She’s marrying my son,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. “So, naturally, she’s with him. The young lovebirds deserve some time to get to know each other before they get married, wouldn’t you agree?”

      His brows drew together, and I knew he was through with his show of rage. I nodded to my men to release him, half hoping he tried one more time to lunge at me.

      Go on, Alexei, give me an excuse.

      “I didn’t authorize that,” he growled, rolling his shoulders back. “I didn’t allow her to leave.”

      “You promised her to us. Whether she came now or came later, that’s where she would’ve ended up. I see no cause for this childish display of rage.”

      Something flicked to life in his eyes. Something cold and deranged. And then it was gone just as quickly.

      “Changing the terms of our deal halfway, Zanetti? That isn’t how this works. If you take her, the deal is off,” he said.

      The fury rumbled deep enough for me to hide it. Through Nina, I’d gotten a good impression of what her brother’s wrath looked like. Angry that his prize bargaining chip was gone, he was vengeful and impulsive.

      This was my true opponent.

      The smiling, relaxed young man he was in our initial meeting was not the real him. No man showed his true self unless he was under duress. It was only when you lifted something heavy that you learned how strong you were.

      I underestimated the man he was. I didn’t consider how anger, violence, and impulsivity manifested in someone that young with that much power and money.

      “Are you going to tell that to the happy couple?” I challenged.

      “Oh please,” he spat. “She tried to run away. That’s how happy she was about marrying your son.”

      There was information I hadn’t received.

      She tried to run away?

      She left that part out when she was telling me what happened between her and her brother to make him so angry. I couldn’t blame her. My blame, scorn was solely on him. He lost everything resembling respect when I learned that he was in the skin trade and threatened to sell her.

      “And now she’s had a change of heart. Look, how about we have this discussion with all parties involved? You’ll see that she’s happy, and well taken care of.”

      “Idi na khuy!” 1he shouted.

      My jaw clenched. I didn’t know Russian but suspected that like my son, his most adept fluency in the language of his heritage was reserved for the use of curse words. He was a boy. No control. No respect for the rules of engagement. He couldn’t control his temper, much less his baby sister. How sunny was the outlook for the Pavlova Bratva with someone like him at the helm?

      “I won’t have my son marry a woman who is a stranger to him, to me. She will reside with us, in a guest bedroom, and remain pure until the wedding as we agreed,” I said with a note of finality in my voice. “There will be no more discussion on the matter.”

      “What about my man? Hmm? He never came back.”

      “He put his hands on your sister. I assume you would’ve done the same had you been here to witness the assault yourself.”

      “We’re done, Zanetti,” he scoffed, shrugging off a hand from one of my guards whose aim was to lead him back out the way he came.

      “Think before you do something you might regret,” I warned him, letting the full weight of my meaning show in my eyes. “I’ll await your call when you’re ready to talk like men.”

      “You’re going to regret this,” he spat. I disregarded him, going back to the table and taking a seat.

      I gestured for my men to remove him, but he removed himself before they could put hands on him.

      Once he was gone, I sat in the still silence, rolling the last mouthful of imported Amarone around in my wine glass on the table while I vividly imagined the ways in which I would hurt him when the time was right.

      Eventually, Alexei’s pride would recover, his temper would be under control and he would realize what was at risk.

      We would be able to have a civil conversation between men, but even then, he was done.

      Nina wasn’t going anywhere near him. His days as a trafficker were done. That kind of business raised eyebrows, more than drugs, weapons, or anything else.

      I didn’t trust him not to shit where he ate. He’d threatened Nina once, so as long as his operation was still running, the danger wasn’t dealt with. It would take work to dismantle his enterprise so it wouldn’t trace back to me, but I’d find a way. I always did. And when it came to protecting what was mine, failure would never be an option on the table.

      Feral possession over Nina brewed inside me. She was at my house right now, which felt indisputably like where she belonged. She would be safe there.

      Alexei was a deranged sociopath, no doubt, but I’d dealt with worse.

      I promised her that if he wanted to get to her, he would have to go through me, and I meant every damned word.

      My back stiffened when the door opened again. I half-expected to see the Russian come back for round two, but it wasn’t Alexei.

      Drogo walked in, followed by the men who’d gotten rid of Alexei.

      “What the hell happened in here?” he asked. “There was damn near a brawl outside. Thought nothin’ of it ’til I saw the kid.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at Drogo’s turn of phrase.

      “The kid’s a hotheaded child with access to his father’s bankroll, nothing more.”

      “What happened? What’d you do to him?” he asked, sitting and taking the hat off his head. He had a thick, intact hairline despite being ten years older than me. He swore he’d never gone to the doctor about it, not that I would judge if he did.

      None of the older men I met in my family lost their hair, thank god, but I’d have some more grays to look forward to as the years went on. The handful I had now would be a half a head by the time I was sixty if my parentage was any consideration.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I replied innocently, finishing my wine. “The little pissant promised his sister to us—Matteo—to Matteo. Turns out, it was either Matteo or he intended to sell her off to the highest bidder.”

      A drink came in for Drogo, his usual pint of dark ale, while the waiter topped off my glass. He ignored it, eyebrows furrowed like he wasn’t sure he heard me right.

      “He meant to what?”

      I broke it down again, telling him everything I knew, which was at the moment, almost nothing.

      “What have you done, Enzo,” he said, voice grave, like I had admitted to something much worse than I had.

      I reviewed my actions, playing the interaction back over in my mind. I silently weighed the consequences of my actions.

      Nothing came. Not guilt. Not regret or fear. I felt nothing. I had done what I did and given the chance to do it over, would do it again.

      “He can’t do anything about it,” I said.

      “You know that isn’t true. The bratva’s volatile now after Pavlova’s passing. So is the heir. He wanted an alliance. Maybe he’s green and he doesn’t have the finesse his father did, but he’s mad and he has muscle. Sometimes, that’s all you need.”

      I rose to my feet, the sound of the chair dragging across the floor echoing through the room, trying to ignore the nagging feeling in my gut that he was right. Was that how I made decisions now? On a whim? Pulling them out of thin air just because a beautiful woman had tears in her eyes? A beautiful woman who didn’t deserve to be harmed and threatened, but should have been cared for and cherished? Shielded from the darkest of our deeds?

      Thinking about her was enough to conjure her image in my mind, so clear, so vivid that she might as well have been in the room with me. Her soft pale skin. Her voice, sonorous, almost demanding, drawing my attention no matter what she was saying. No matter how quietly. Her silky blonde hair which would run like silk through my fingers as I grasped a handful while—

      I gritted my teeth.

      “Whatever he has, we can take him,” I rasped, clearing my throat and mind simultaneously before my thoughts pulled me under. Drogo was silent but his judgment was loud. As my second, he had some authority but ultimately, he and everyone below him deferred to me.

      The hope was I wasn’t wrong when they did.

      In the car on the way back home, my mind swirled with warring points of view.

      I stood by the call to remove Nina from her brother’s reach, but I knew what I’d done was risky. More than a personal risk, it potentially endangered all the men who were under me. I carried the gazes of one hundred judgmental eyes. I couldn’t afford to let them down.

      At the heart of my decision wasn’t Matteo and his impending marriage. It wasn’t even the fact that I despised the skin trade.

      It was something else entirely.

      Tension filled the car, making it hard to breathe. Nina Pavlova was not mine to desire. Even looking at her too long was crossing a line. I was going to have to walk those hallways, pass through those doors with the knowledge that at any moment, she could appear. That if I just took a meager twenty steps from my bedroom, I could be at her door. In her room.

      On my knees with her taste on my tongue.

      Fucking Christ, Enzo.

      Surely, the house was big enough that I didn’t have to worry about that.

      Walking into the foyer, I found my eyes searching. She wasn’t a ghost. She wasn’t going to pop out of the shadows, but her presence was palpable. I was hyper-aware that we were in the same space. My shoes clacked over the marble, taking me up the stairs. I’d lived in this house since before my son was born. Two decades, but today, it felt different. Like something about it had fundamentally changed.

      My suite was on the floor above hers, but I didn’t continue to the stairs to bypass her floor. I kept walking down the hallway that led to her room. My mind scrambled, looking for reasons, answers, excuses for my actions.

      Heat raced up my neck.

      The derisive laugh of an unseen audience echoed in my ears. It was pathetic. Creeping down the hallways of my own house hoping to run into a woman who was going to marry my son. I stopped just short of her door. Looking down, I saw a sliver of light. It was open, slightly ajar. Before I could stop myself, I was in front of it, looking through the open gap.

      I saw nothing, then movement. It paralyzed me. Her image from my thoughts materializing in front of me felt like a fist to the gut. Part of me wasn’t expecting to actually see her.

      Nina pulled her t-shirt over her shoulders. My breath left my lungs. I’d already imagined what the planes of her body would look like. Her skin was pale and smooth. She was thin, thinner than I imagined she would be. Raising her arms, her abdomen collapsed under her rib cage and her hip bones protruded from her skin.

      Anger speared into me. There was no doubting her beauty, but bits of her life-force had been stolen from her. That place and her brother depriving her of basic needs. We’d fix that.

      I’d fix that.

      She pushed the sweats she was wearing down her thighs, letting them pool on the floor. Her ass was firm and rounded, contrary to the rest of her waifish frame.

      My mouth dried out, my mind continuing to undress her, picking up where she left off.

      A sustained ache began in my groin. She looked so small and fragile, like I could hold her in the palm of my hand. She reached her arms behind her back and sudden panic flared through me.

      Her bra, unhooked, fell from her frame. I clenched my teeth, taking in the delicate curve of her breast from the side, the rosy pink of her small, pebbled nipple.

      Fuck.

      I shrunk from the door, taking several hasty steps backward. I turned and stalked down the hallways, sudden urgency sending me walking quickly away from her. My breath came in short, harsh pants.

      She didn’t hear me. I didn’t make a sound, but I shouldn’t have been there in the first place. The persistent ache in my crotch didn’t stop. What the fuck was I doing watching her like a goddamn pervert?

      I walked into my room, slamming the door shut.

      Maddening needy energy surged through me. I paced the floor, angry like I couldn’t find a way out of my cage. My desire for her reared its head at every turn, and now with her in the house, I had nowhere to run from it.

      Great idea, Enzo. Fucking brilliant.

      I tore my tie from my neck and threw off my jacket. Taking off my shoes, I walked toward the bathroom. The shower wasn’t going to solve my problems, but a shock of cold water would give me something else to focus on.

      The water came down from the rainfall showerhead, icy and unforgiving. My body contracted on itself, forcing me to gasp between gritted teeth. I leaned a hand against the wall, feeling myself shiver, my body shocked into trying to heat itself. After a few moments, I relented, turning up the heat. Torn so violently from my thoughts, it wasn’t so disorienting when they slowly made their way back in.

      Nina, naked on the floor below me in my house.

      My hand wandered to my cock, jerking it quickly from a semi to full mast. It didn’t take much.

      I turned my face up to the spray, feeling it wash over my eyes. It couldn’t make me clean. It couldn’t make the thoughts in my head any less wrong. Couldn’t make her older, or myself younger. Even if I could, it wouldn’t change the fact that she was here for Matteo, not me.

      My hand moved faster; the shameful, embarrassing thoughts seeming to thicken my desire instead of killing it. Her form came together behind my closed eyes. Lips, eyes, skin. Her long limbs and soft hair. Che bella. Perfetta. Mi farfalla.2

      Nobody needed to know. Nothing had to happen. She could be anyone. Repeating the weak reassurances in my mind, I fucked my hand, groaning as my load exploded onto the shower wall.
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      I steeled myself, readying my fist to knock at the ornately carved door, lifting it, but letting it fall back again.

      It’s not going to open unless you knock. And even then, he might not answer.

      Paralyzed by indecision and a lingering fear of the man who was on the other side, I just stood there, choosing nothing.

      Don’t be so pathetic, Nina.

      I clenched my jaw. It wasn’t that late and I heard him come in. He seemed open to talking to me before but what if he just directed me to the housekeeper this time?

      Might as well leave if you aren’t going in.

      My feet didn’t move, but neither did my fist to knock on the door and get the ball rolling. I groaned quietly to myself, cursing my cowardly indecision.

      What was the worst that could happen? He was intense and a little scary, but I told him what was going on with my brother and he pulled me out of there, no questions asked. That had to mean something.

      I pushed my chest out, tired of fucking around. Either I knocked and something happened, or I went back to my room. Swinging my fist, it hit the smooth mahogany, tapping out three firm knocks, feeling each one resonate in my chest like the banging of a gong.

      Ten silent seconds passed and there came no answer. Maybe he didn’t hear me? I tried again, knocking a little louder. Still nothing. Was he not home? Did someone else arrive earlier? I’d been certain it was him.

      I tried the knob, pushing it down and opening the door without fully realizing what I’d done until it was too late.

      The baroque decor seemed to be consistent in the entire house and his bedroom was no exception.

      It smelled like him in here. Like his smooth cologne and that smell that distinctly registered as man in some primitive part of my brain. All musk and spice and something else. Something uniquely Enzo. He smelled like the sea. Briny with hints of water lotus and cedarwood.

      In a daze, I strode into the room, breathing him in.

      I shouldn’t be in here.

      He said I could ask him for anything, so why did I feel like a criminal walking into his space? His bedroom was large, but the warmth of the furnishings stopped it from looking cavernous or empty.

      My heart began to kick in my chest as a ball formed in my throat.

      “Enzo?” I called in a quiet voice.

      My shoulders sagged. All that lead up for nothing. I was about to retreat when I heard the distant sound of water. The shower.

      You can leave now. He’s in the shower.

      Or you can wait till he gets out.

      Or talk to him tomorrow.

      My thoughts persisted with options far better than the one I’d chosen as I moved toward the door that hung ajar at the far wall, past the bed. The sound of running water became louder as I approached.

      Blood rushed in my ears as I pushed the door open just a little more, pulling my bottom lip in between my teeth to keep my nerves from fraying at their edges.

      Enzo’s silhouette was just visible through the fogged glass of the large shower booth. The sound of the water was like rain, echoing loudly off the lush marble walls and floors.

      Studying the strong lines of him, my thighs clenched and my mouth went dry.

      There he was. I’d seen him. I could leave now.

      Out of his clothes, the broad, defined muscles of his back and shoulders seemed larger than I’d imagined. The suits he wore somehow made him appear more tempered, less the lion he was and more the cool and collected made man he presented himself as.

      But there was no mistaking him now.

      He shifted, shaking his head to scatter water over the glass shower walls, clearing them of fog, giving me a clearer view.

      Tattoos ran up over his back, down his shoulders and arms, curving around his hips. Hips that moved, thrusting into…

      Enzo shifted again, turning his face into the spray of water, allowing me to see exactly what he was doing with his hand.

      I gasped, my mouth falling open. My mind went blank, and I felt dizzy. My stomach flipped and twisted with a visceral reaction to the sight of Enzo Zanetti with his fist gripped around the massive length of his powerful cock, pumping the thick shaft.

      I couldn’t move, couldn’t think, but my body responded violently. His grunts echoed through the room as he pleasured himself.

      Get out. Get out. Get out.

      The message repeated loud in my mind, but I barely heard it. I didn’t want to. I wanted to get closer. My attraction for him turned feral.

      I didn’t want to just watch him.

      I bit the inside of my cheek hard, squeezing my thighs against the ache in my pussy, feeling the wetness of my arousal in my panties.

      Leave, Nina.

      Fuck.

      I wanted to step under the stream with him. Maybe he would let me.

      Enzo Zanetti was just a man like any other. I knew how to get to them. I knew what they wanted. He was silent, impossible to read whenever we spoke but when I got on my knees in front of him, he wouldn’t say no.

      They never said no.

      My mouth watered. For the first time in a long time, the thought of having a cock in my mouth didn’t repulse me. I wanted to feel him slide over my tongue. Wanted to taste his arousal.

      His head flew back and a strangled cry came from his lips, his hand moving quicker over his shaft. He was coming.

      I snapped back into consciousness, realizing where I was and what I was doing. I backed out of the room quickly, turning around and running out when I was back in the bedroom. I didn’t stop until I stumbled back into mine, disoriented and sharply aroused and breathing so hard it made my head spin.

      Why did I even go to his room in the first place?

      I wanted to know when I would be able to go home and pick up some clothes. That was all.

      I got a hell of a lot more than I bargained for.

      Right, so going to Vincenzo’s room at night was going to do… what for me? If I was going home, it wouldn’t be tonight.

      Heat stung my cheeks as if somebody was actually asking me what I was thinking. Interrogating me in one of those rooms with the steel tables and bright lights.

      I’d never pass a lie detector.

      My thoughts came in staggered and disorganized, still not recovered from what I’d witnessed.

      It wasn’t on purpose, but—okay, it was on purpose, but I wasn’t really sorry either.

      What if he saw me? Or what if one of his men did. They were in the hall on this floor, but not on his. Oh my god, what if there were cameras in here?

      Fuck. Of course there were.

      What if he sends me back?

      Sweat broke out over my brow and my heart raced in my chest. He wouldn’t send me away. He wouldn’t.

      In bed, I was restless. I tossed and turned, unable to get to sleep. Even with sheets soft and supple and pillows that felt like clouds, I couldn’t turn my brain off.

      Unlike prison, it was quiet. It was so, so quiet. I longed for silence in prison, just one night when everyone wasn’t causing a racket but now, comfortable and ostensibly safe, I couldn’t stand it.

      It wasn’t even the unfamiliar surroundings. The lavish room was comfortable, but I could probably sleep through a hurricane at this point. It wasn’t that. It was him. My stark, undeniable awareness of him was making it almost impossible to go to sleep.

      It must’ve taken hours before my eyes finally closed.

      In the haze of half-sleep, my skin tingled. Cradled in the duvet, I couldn’t get my bearings. The air around me felt like it was moving wrong, like something was there that wasn’t supposed to be.

      My eyes fluttered open and a distinct, dark mass appeared at the side of my bed. A scream gathered in my throat, but got stuck there, walled in like a kept secret as I recognized the curve of his face in the dark.

      “Why were you in my room?”

      My toes curled and I gripped the covers with white-knuckled fists.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, biting the inside of my cheek, stopping only when the taste of copper coated my tongue.

      He cocked his head, studying me in the diffused light coming in from around the edges of my bedroom door.

      “Did you enjoy watching me in the shower?”

      My lips parted, but no sound came out.

      There was limited light, barely enough for me to make out his features, but I could feel his gaze. The probing gray eyes that I swore could see through any armor I tried to hide behind. Any façade.

      My pulse sped, thudding in my ears, but it wasn’t terror. Not really. I was absolutely mortified but didn’t feel like I had to run.

      A looming male figure over your bed in prison was never good but here, with him, it wasn’t fear. Anticipation, maybe. Even in anger, this wasn’t a man who would harm me.

      The trust I felt toward him scared me more than anything.

      “You saw me?”

      “So, you were trying to hide,” he said. I squirmed, remembering his body under the water. Noticing the silhouetted hard lines of muscle in his shoulders and arms, I realized he was shirtless still.

      “No. No. I mean… I-I’m sorry. I wanted to talk to you. I—”

      I cut myself off abruptly, knowing it was no use. My rambling apology made less sense to me the more that I spoke.

      A low chuckle rumbled from his chest. There were sweatpants or pajama pants slung low around his hips. The limited light just showed the smooth, attractive lines on his chest and shoulders.

      “I’m inclined to accept your apology.”

      “I really am sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      He made a low sound in his chest that rendered me momentarily mute, and I inhaled a jagged breath as he leaned forward, lowering his voice. “If you’re so sorry…let me watch.”

      “Enzo… I…”

      That sound again. Like a hum or a low growl. Like he liked the sound of his name from my lips.

      “You’re shy now?” he asked, his voice resonating deep inside me.

      No. I was panicking. He knew I was in the room while he was pleasuring himself. He probably thought I was sick. A weirdo. He should have wanted me gone but here he was. I bit my cheek again, not sure anymore that I wasn’t asleep.

      Maybe this was a dream.

      “Nina,” he said softly, and my chest cracked, my body awakening to his call.

      Through the dark, the animalistic spark in his eyes was palpable. My legs unfurled, my desire beating out my embarrassment.

      I knew what he wanted. Fair was fair.

      I tossed the covers off, feeling the cool night air on my skin.

      “That’s it. Show me,” he purred.

      I lifted the hem of my nightshirt, exposing the curve of my left breast as I ran a palm down my stomach, inching my fingers below the waistband of my panties, parting my already wet folds.

      I closed my eyes in disbelief at the sharp lick of pleasure. The wrongness of it somehow made it so. Damn. Right.

      A small whimper of a moan left my lips as I rubbed my wetness over my clit, circling the sensitive spot until tremors rocked my body and my core began to tighten.

      “Does that feel good?” I heard him say, his voice making me shiver. I kept my eyes squeezed shut, afraid to lose my nerve if I opened them.

      Working my fingers over my nub, I felt my orgasm swell, rushing at me head on. His face and body flashed through my mind. I panted. It was wrong, so wrong to want him.

      I crashed, crying out as sensations pirouetted through me. I trembled with the shocks of my orgasm, my body curling in on itself as I moaned his name.

      My eyes flew open, aching to see if the sight of me in this way did the same thing to him as seeing him did to me. But he was gone.

      I sat up, looking around the room. The door was closed and the chair next to the bed where he sat was empty. The hot air from my arousal cooled and though my eyes were used to it, the dark seemed more intense, more desolate.
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      1. Nina

      
        
          1 Malysh- little one/baby

          

        

      

      

  




5. Enzo

      
        
          1 ‘do you hear me?”

          

        

      

      

  




10. Enzo

      
        
          1 Go to hell!

          

          2 How beautiful. Perfect. My butterfly.
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