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  Dedication




To Mimi. 

For the happiness you couldn’t bring yourself to seize.

The answer wasn’t to marry for money instead of marrying for love. It was just to set the boundary you wouldn’t let them cross.

My girls will be stronger because of you. 




I hope you found the ultimate love in the afterlife.








  
  Introduction



Dear reader,
If you're new to Bull Creek, welcome! This book can be read as a standalone, but many of the characters are introduced in previous books, and several incidents and activities are referenced, so there will be spoilers if you begin here. For the best reading experience, I encourage you to read The Fallout Duet (When Sparks Fly & When the Smoke Clears), as well as A Penny For Your Thoughts (Bull Creek series, book one) prior to reading Untamed. 
This book is intended for readers 18+. It features an open door romance with explicit, on-page descriptions of sexual situations, as well as violence on page. Its a romantic suspense meets dark romance with morally gray characters. Heavy themes are discussed, as they are in all of my books. For those who wish to prepare for what lies ahead, content notices are available in the next section. Some spoilers are included.
As always, I've taken the time to get anecdotal and professional feedback for many of the topics, lifestyles, and languages depicted. For a glossary of terms you may be unfamiliar with, there is a relevant section at the back of the book. This includes translations for Russian and Irish phrases, as well as motorcycle club terminology.
Say hello to the Falcons for me, and enjoy the ride!






  
  Content Notices




Your mental health matters. The themes discussed in this book are heavy and may be triggering for some readers. The following topics are discussed or referenced. Spoilers are included. If you prefer a deeper breakdown or additional details before reading, please reach out via email at author.amanda.marquardt@gmail.com





	Sexual coercion

	Domestic assault

	Stalking

	Surprise pregnancy (not his baby)

	Medication tampering

	Breath play/Erotic Asphyxiation/Choking 

	Temperature play

	Kidnapping

	Assault

	Murder

	Torture 

	Weapons










  
  Prologue

Erin


I was four years old the first time I saw a gun. 
On our way home from Thanksgiving at Granny's house, Daddy hit a deer. He pulled the truck off the side of the road and took something dark from underneath the front seat. It made a loud racking sound, and he carried it with him when he got out. I perked up and shifted to the front of the seat. Meanwhile my older brothers slept soundly on either side of me, oblivious to the low impact thanks to the modifications Daddy had already made to the front of his pickup. 
“What happened?” I asked, as I watched Daddy through the glow of the headlights.
Mama reached her hand back between the front seats and rubbed one of my knees gently, her touch muted by my cream tights. 
“A deer jumped in front of the truck, and Daddy hit it on accident,” she whispered. “She’s hurt real bad. We don’t want her to suffer.”
“What do you mean?” I asked in my tiny voice, pushing myself as high as I could to see over the dashboard, even though I had to keep my buckle on. 
“It means, Daddy's going to help her go to sleep so she isn’t in pain anymore. And she won’t wake up.”
I gasped. “Can’t we take her to see Dr. Peterson?” 
Mama continued rubbing slow circles on my knee. “There won’t be time. And Dr. Peterson is a doctor for people, not animals.”
I jumped at the crack of the gunshot, silent tears streaming down my face. My crying intensified when Daddy leaned down and lifted something from the ground. I couldn’t see everything as he dragged the deer off the road, but my young brain conjured an image all the same. I squeezed my eyes as tightly as I could, but the vision was forever seared in my memory.
Soon after, Daddy taught me how to shoot. I didn’t like it much, but gun safety was paramount in our house, because he had so many firearms. I was a sure shot in no time. By the time I was twelve, I could take apart, clean, and put back together all of the guns in our home. 
None of it mattered, though. Because the first time someone held a gun to the back of my head, there was nothing I could do. No gun safety in the world could’ve prepared me for the feeling of hard metal pressed against my skull while my boyfriend whispered in my ear, “If I can’t have you, nobody will.”






  
  Chapter 1
McCoy


“Don’t let that dumb fuck anywhere near my bike,” I mutter to Tank, as I stride away from the front gate of the Falcons’ clubhouse. His heavy, coughing laugh sounds behind me. 
Once again, I’m thankful it’s his job as enforcer to monitor the entrance for these events, and not mine.
The rider in question, who nearly wiped out on the turn in, rights himself before coming through the open chain link fence. He finds a spot near the front to park. I shake my head as I move deeper into the crowd scattered outside the front door and throughout the parking lot. He’s exactly the type of rider experienced bikers steer clear of during group events like this.
I glance over my shoulder as Tank approaches the driver.
“What’s up, road hazard? Name’s Tank.” He gestures to the front door. “Registration’s through there.”
A silent chuckle shakes my chest. 
The Falcons’ clubhouse is both the registration point and the first stop for today’s charity poker run. Participants collect a card at each stop, hoping to build the best hand. Riders will return after visiting all five to see who won the hand and hang around. It's a smaller event than the one we have in the fall, but there’s still a decent turnout. And the motorcycles, and people, in attendance run the gambit. Sport bikes, cruisers, a few trikes, some choppers, and even a few street-legal enduros.
Events like this draw in riders from all over the area, eager to raise money for a good cause, or simply hoping to get a look inside the clubhouse—which isn’t open to the public frequently.
And I get the draw. The three-story barndominium, designed by our club President, James, feels more like home than any place I ever lived growing up. If the bikes hadn’t drawn me in when I was looking for a place to land, the rustic black metalwork and charred wood accents definitely would have. 
Only one place has ever felt more right than this secluded location.
I push the thought of a certain redhead from my mind as I reach my Indian Scout, parked near the end of the massive building with the other leadership bikes. 
“This is a badass place,” a rider says to me as I light a cigarette. “I had no idea it was here.”
I dip my chin in agreement, exhaling the first puff of smoke. “Most people don’t. Have a safe ride. Thanks for coming out.” 
Prez moves in my direction through the small crowd with a beer in hand. He greets people with half-smiles, casual two-finger waves, and a simple, “Thanks for coming out today.” His subtle Irish accent is easy to miss, at first.
“Hey, Boss,” I say in greeting, as he settles into a casual stance with his legs spread just past hip width. The beer, I’ve come to learn, is to put everyone else at ease. He rarely drinks, aside from the occasional scotch.
“McCoy,” he returns with a small bow of his head. McCoy. A road name he gave me, which sounds like “McKay” coming from him.
A quiet moment passes with James scanning the mass of people. His expression remains casual, but he speaks just loud enough for me to hear. “Got a call from Conor.”
I shift my weight his direction, mirroring his survey of the attendees. “When’s the drop?” I take a long drag from my cigarette. I don’t smoke them often. In fact, the pack I have is probably going on a few weeks old. But they take the edge off when my senses are overloaded.
“One week.”
“Heard.”
Pete approaches from the crowd, adjusting his cut and smiling ear to ear. He’s perpetually happy, and if it wasn’t slightly annoying, I’d be jealous. “Hey, Prez. How’s it going, McCoy?”
“Looking good out here,” I tell him plainly. James smiles in response. 
“Registration is slowing down,” Pete observes. “We’ve had over a hundred riders show up, though.”
“I hope they don’t all end up back here tonight,” I mutter, bringing the cigarette to my mouth again.
Prez laughs. “Quit your whinging. You can handle a social day.”
Despite my grumble, he’s right. I can handle a day of playing nice with random riders to help survivors of domestic abuse. I did a lot more than that growing up. My record is proof.​​
Today’s registration fees will benefit the local women’s shelter, and we pad the intake by allowing players to register a second hand to increase their odds of winning. Alcohol and food sales benefit the club, covering operating expenses. So I can grin and bear it for a day, even if people aren’t my thing. These poker runs are always the same: great for charity fundraising, but also great for bringing out patch bunnies and people looking for a reason to get shitfaced.
As if to test my theory, a blonde wearing too much makeup runs her hand down my arm as she walks by. “Can I get a ride? Your bike or you,” she adds, halting her steps. She wears something akin to a bandana as a top—it’s way too fucking small—and practically painted-on jean shorts, which may or may not actually be underwear.
“You found your way here. Should’ve made sure it was a round trip,” I tell her, pulling my arm from her clutches as she tries to wrap around me. I narrowly manage to prevent her from burning herself on my lit cigarette. 
She pushes her too-red lips into an exaggerated pout, her sugary perfume encircling me. Sure, I’ve ended the night with a random rider’s backpack once or twice, but I’m not interested in some chick who’s happy to be passed around by my brothers. 
“D’you get robbed?” I ask as she continues to silently beg.
“What?” Her upper lip curls in confusion, and her bleached brows smash together. After a beat, she says, “No, why?” The attitude dripping from her voice lets me know she doesn’t trust the question.
“I thought maybe somebody stole your clothes, since you’re wandering around looking like you’re at the fucking lake.” I shrug.
She scoffs. “Asshole,” she mutters and stomps off.
I don’t bother with a second response, putting my cigarette out on the gravel. 
“Damn, dude. Harsh,” Pete says, laughing.
“I doubt she’d turn you down if you wanted to give her a ride.” I gesture widely to her with one arm, adding, “You or your bike,” in a faux-sultry voice, and batting my eyelashes at him.
Pete throws his head back with a deep belly laugh, and Prez chuckles quietly.
“You boys have fun,” James says, turning and heading back inside.
“Wait!” Pete says. “I’m still petitioning for you to create a Historian role.” He turns his back to us, lifting his cell phone, and centering the three of us on the screen of his phone. “Can’t do it without the pictures.” He grins at the phone.
James and I exchange a blank look, similar to what Pete likely captured in his photo bomb. Pete looks up from the screen and then between us. “What?”
“What’s to lose?” James asks without any real curiosity. “Tag the Falcons’ page.” He shoots Pete a short grin and then turns for the clubhouse again.
“Yes!” Pete hisses excitedly. “I’m tagging you, too.”
“I don’t have social media,” I lie.
He taps away on his phone. “You might not have a presence, but you have social media. I already follow you.”
I wouldn’t know. The last time I uploaded anything was during a graduation bonfire when Erin was still in town. The moment she stood on the other side of the fire, her red hair an extension of the flames. I almost kept the picture of my two favorite things all to myself. Instead, I shared it and added a quote about fire and rebirth. 
The blonde glares at me from her place next to a crotch rocket across the lot. The guy she’s with struggled to get the bike parked when they came in. If they go down, which they probably will before the day is over, her entire body will be covered in road rash.
“I’m headed to stop two,” Pete offers.
“By yourself?” I ask.
He squints at me with a half-grin. It doesn’t matter that he’s got five years on me, I’m the older soul. Or maybe I’m just jaded. More likely the latter.
“No. Me and Rowdy are headed over,” he says, referencing one of our two Road Captains. 
Mentioning Rowdy brings my attention back to the upcoming drop, since he’s one of the few people in the club who know about its existence. Pete hasn’t moved, waiting for a response. I nod dismissively. “Cool.” 
“You expecting anyone tonight?” Pete asks, continuing to hang around.
There’s no stopping the sideways glance I give him. “Am I ever?”
“You’re getting your dick sucked somehow,” he says, grinning.
That could be another reason I’m on edge—it’s been entirely too long. And the reasoning is fucking pathetic, so I keep it to myself.
“I probably won’t stay long tonight,” I say instead of answering the unspoken question.
“Suit yourself.” Pete scans the lot. He hasn’t said it, but he’s looking for a brunette with a sassy mouth and killer legs. I haven’t seen one that fits the bill today, and the one he’s still hung up on—who definitely will not be making an appearance—is taken.
I grunt in acknowledgment. “Drive safe.”
“Where’s the fun in that?” he asks, grinning.






  
  Chapter 2
Erin


A firm tap on the doorframe alerts me to Dmitry's presence. At least, that’s what he thinks. Even on the plush carpet, I’m always aware of his footsteps. 
The knock is useless anyway. It’s his bedroom in his penthouse; he enters whenever he pleases.
I fasten my earring and smile at him in the vanity mirror. The silver, sequined dress he purchased for tonight hugs my body, shimmering indulgently with every move I make. Mama put me in pageants when I was younger, but nothing I wore was ever as glitzy as this.
“You look beautiful, malyshka,” he says, stepping up behind me. Dmitry’s thick Russian accent skates over my skin and he kisses my neck, his fingers gripping my hips deeply. “Perfection. This dress would make a lovely pool on the floor while I fuck you.”
I blink before regaining my composure. His brash speech still occasionally catches me off guard. Direct and vulgar in a way I’m sometimes unprepared for. 
And profanity isn’t the issue. It’s the way he uses words, how the timing doesn’t always connect with what’s happening in the moment. At least, not how I perceive it.
I turn in his arms, winding my arms around his thick neck and stretching up on my toes to kiss him. Too late, I remember he hates the taste of the lip gloss I applied, so I make it a quick peck instead of something deeper.
“I’m sure your brother will be annoyed if we’re late to his party,” I murmur playfully, returning to my flat feet as Dmitry rubs the sticky gloss from his lips with two fingers.
His eyes narrow, so brown they’re almost black.
The intensity of his stare is almost predatory, but he wipes the look away, hiding his figurative fangs behind a smirk. “Oh no, we shouldn’t leave Ilya waiting. Leave it to my baby brother to be the quintessential cockblock.” 
I smile pleasantly and ignore the jab. Ilya has never been anything but kind and impish toward me, and yet Dmitry frequently comments on our interactions. It’s not like I pick the guest list at these events, or even which events we attend. And I certainly don’t have a reason to be rude.
Dmitry watches as I settle into the vanity chair, sliding a foot into each of my heels and buckling the straps around my ankles.
When we met this past winter, his coy smile and hungry gaze were easy to fall prey to. It was my final semester of college, and a summer at home before starting my job search awaited. But he convinced me to stay in Dallas, and move in with him in May when my lease ended.
It felt too fast. I didn’t tell my family the truth, how I succumbed to his intensity, that the lavish lifestyle was fun and exciting. Nothing like the humble life of a sheriff’s daughter I left in Bull Creek, Texas.
Lately though, his attention has been more emphatic. Sometimes suffocating. His involvement in my wardrobe choices, monitoring my schedule, the number of events where I often feel on display.
When I was still living in my shared apartment near campus, there was an exciting freedom to it all. Like I was being let in to an exclusive club, living a bit of the high life. But after I moved in two months ago, it felt more expected than optional.
I check myself once more in the mirror before walking after Dmitry toward the front door. Reaching for my matching silver clutch atop the glass table, my focus lands on my keys in the decorative dish.
I hesitate, but follow Dmitry through the door. When we step into the mirrored elevator for the lobby, my puzzled reflection greets me. 
“Everything ok, malyshka?” Dmitry’s voice is warm in my ear, as he closes in on me.
I close my eyes, shaking my head to clear it of the insignificant worry. “Yeah, it’s silly. I saw my keys on the table when we left and I don’t remember taking them out of my purse.”
A member of the building’s private security opens the exterior door for us, dipping his chin slightly in acknowledgement.
“They were never in it,” Dmitry argues seductively, his breath almost as humid as the July air, eyeing my clutch as he opens the passenger door of the waiting car. “It’s new.”
“No, no. The other one.” I feel silly even saying it out loud, like I’m forgetful. “It’s fine.” I force a smile.
“Good,” he says, peering down at me with another smirk. I half-expect him to kiss me but he doesn’t. Instead, he places his hand on the small of my back to shepherd me into the passenger seat. 
Our drive is quiet; an underlying tension I can’t identify hangs in the cab with us. I don’t know if Dmitry is still put off by my comment about being late to Ilya’s party, or if he’s dealing with something work related. Rather than prodding, which he’s not always receptive to, I let the silence linger.
In some ways, it’s similar to how my father was when he still wore the badge. Preoccupied, frustrated. Except my mother was more adept at soothing Daddy. Maybe Dmitry and I haven’t been together long enough.
The party is in full swing when we arrive. Couples dressed to the nines mingle and drink throughout the entirety of the modern, open-concept home. A wall of glass doors stand open, allowing more warm air to travel in through each new breezeway.
The veranda looks down to a manmade grotto, where people gather around the cocktail tables speckling the dark flagstone.
As soon as Ilya sees us, he sweeps me into a hug. “You look mouth-watering,” he says, loud enough for Dmitry to hear. He grins past me as he pulls back, icy blue eyes sparkling with mirth, giving a small flip of his dark blonde, textured hair. Ilya, though charming and gorgeous, is meticulous and vain. Aside from Dmitry being my boyfriend, I know we’d fight over the bathroom as a couple.
Dmitry’s jaw remains clenched for several seconds before he grinds out, “Happy birthday, bratik.”
Ilya waves the birthday wish off with a grin. “I need to see a few more people and then we can hang out,” he says happily, his accent softer than his brother’s.
“Sounds good,” I offer politely.
Dmitry tracks him with tight eyes.
Ilya remains unbothered by Dmitry’s response, now as ever. 
I can’t figure out the reason for their near-constant tension, though they can’t be more night and day. Their light eyes and strong noses are all that connect them. Past that, they hardly pass for brothers. Even less in personality. And to that end, Ilya remains unfazed, while Dmitry constantly works to outshine his younger brother.
“We should get drinks,” I encourage. I’m about to slide my arms around Dmitry when he stills. I follow his line of sight, finding Ilya looking back at us, only this time the exchange between them seems more concerned. 
Dmitry’s eyes flit down to me momentarily. “Yes, do that,” he says in approval. “I need to speak with someone.” He pats my ass dismissively, using the movement to steer me the opposite direction, and strides away.
The exhale that rushes from me is equal parts relief to be free of the steeliness tonight, and frustration at being cast aside. I watch as both Ilya and Dmitry work their way toward a man on the other side of the room. 
I’ve never seen him before, which isn’t saying much. I don’t meet with their business associates often. The man is underdressed at best, his leather jacket a far cry from the tailored items this evening. He doesn’t smile upon seeing them, his face nearly as harsh as Dmitry’s. I spin on my heel, in need of a drink.
Using the veranda, I eventually find the bar, securing drinks for Dmitry and myself. The three men have disappeared, so I make my way down to the garden by the pool.
No one bats an eye at me, as if I fit right in, thanks to the dress Dmitry purchased for tonight. He enjoys showering me with insanely expensive gifts, which is why I wouldn’t be surprised if he told me this dress was the equivalent to a year of my tuition costs. And yet, despite the glitz and glam tonight, I anticipate his birthday party next month to be a much grander event. With a far more ostentatious dress, if I had to guess.
Though what was once exciting is now often overwhelming. Money has never truly mattered much to me.
I sip my wine, even though I hate it. What I’ve been craving lately is whiskey. Or even better, moonshine. In high school, my best friend Whit and I crashed a party where there was peanut butter moonshine. He only took a taste, but I made that drink my personality for the night. I still don’t know how he managed to sneak me into my house and get out without my parents or brothers noticing.
The song playing low on the pool speakers comes to an end. No one has sought me out yet, which is fine with me, so I sneak my phone from my clutch and decide to doom scroll. 
The first photo on my social feed has Whit in it, and my heart tumbles over itself. What are the odds of that?
He’s in the background of the photo—not smiling, of course. Motorcycles fill the area around him, and he wears a leather vest over a black T-shirt and jeans. We haven’t spoken in years. Not since the summer I left Bull Creek. 
I double tap the screen and open the comment section—to say what, I don’t know…
“I’ve been looking for you.” 
“Oh!” I drop my phone and slap my chest with an open palm. “You scared the shit out of me.”
Dmitry presses his lips forward in indifference.
“Did everything go ok?” I ask. 
“Just a setback,” he says, reaching for his drink on the table. “Ilya and I will handle it.”
“The kind of setback where people lose their jobs?” I ask curiously. Immediately, I regret the question. 
His eyes cut my way, but a smirk passes over his lips. “Yes,” he declares, seeming proud instead of disappointed. “Someone will lose their job.”
Knowing he won’t divulge further, I drop the subject. “Ilya didn’t come back with you?” I ask, scanning the lower level.
Dmitry sets his glass down with force. “Do you want to fuck my brother?” 
His question is a hair’s breadth shy of an accusation.
I gape, leaning my torso away to take him in fully. “Are you kidding me?”
He reaches out and grips my elbow tightly. “I know you like his attention. The compliments.” He sneers, as if he thinks I encourage his brother’s behavior. Ilya’s never bothered me, but I’ve also never flirted with him.
I roll my eyes with a small laugh. “Have I ever given you a reason to think I want to sleep with Ilya?”
His lip curls. “I don’t even want to hear you say his name.”
“I don’t know what’s going on, but rest assured, I have no intention of fucking your brother.”
I maneuver out of his grasp, interlacing my fingers with his instead and offering a half-smile. He drops my hand immediately, reaching for his glass on the table again and downing what remains. 
“Come on,” he orders, snatching my upper arm. He yanks me toward a shadowed entrance to the house. 
“Dmitry, you’re hurting me,” I grind out, pulling against his grip as we continue down an empty hallway. “Where are we going?”
He doesn’t bother responding.
I’m not familiar with the massive house, having only been here once before. On that visit, we stayed in the common areas. Our steps mingle and echo over the tiled floors as he drags me past countless doors. Unlike Dmitry’s minimalist penthouse, Ilya seems to have curated an art collection worthy of a museum. My eyes flick from painting to sculpture to hallway as we walk.
Dmitry pulls a door open abruptly and shoves me inside, following before slamming it behind him. It’s an oversized coat closet.
I balk. “What is wrong with you? What are we doing?” My shock is turning quickly to anger, the phantom grip of his fingers on my arm still aching.
“What I should’ve done at the house.” He crowds me into the mixed coats, jackets, and sweaters, smothering me in kisses and pulling at my dress with his hands. He’s never been especially gentle, but his movements are unusually frenzied.
Something about his cologne overloads my senses, as if he applied too much. I press gently at his pecs, doing my best to keep my tone neutral. “You can’t be serious.”
He pulls back abruptly, his deep-set eyes full of fury. “Do you love me?”
“What?” I hold my breath, an icy feeling seeping into my veins.
“You say you don’t want my brother, but you don’t tell me you love me. Show me,” he orders. He guides my hips to him, his growing erection evident through the thin fabric of his dress pants. “I always tell you I love you,” he says softer, capturing my thigh between his legs and rocking against me slowly. “I always buy you gifts and take you out…”
I think of the times he’s told me he loves me. Usually when we’ve disagreed on something and he’s returned with flowers and an apology. It was clear he’d wanted me to say it then, but it didn’t feel genuine. I can see now how not hearing the words has affected him. 
“I…” I can’t help but focus on the differences between the man standing here tonight and the one I met a few months back. It’s like his mask has slowly slipped, allowing me to see what’s been lurking underneath. A chill races down my spine. 
A charming smile replaces his fury as Dmitry begins to bunch up my dress at my waist. “It’s ok,” he murmurs darkly. “I know you’re scared to say it. Just show me, malyshka.”
I’m not sure how fucking in a coat closet shows him I love him, but I refrain from arguing. I give him a subtle nod to proceed.
One of his warm hands slips beneath the thin, silver gown, finding nothing underneath. “Fuck, you naughty girl,” he says, tucking his mouth against my neck.
Truthfully, the choice to go bare had to do with avoiding panty lines in this unforgiving dress. Still, Dmitry’s playful side is enjoyable, so I lean into the sensation of his hands on my body. We both need to relieve some tension.
He doesn’t waste much time before he drops his pants, lifts me enough to adjust our angle, and enters me. Lately, he’s stopped wearing a condom, but I haven’t commented on it much because I’m on the shot. Still, I would’ve appreciated it if he had, given that I’m not wearing anything underneath my dress.
He takes me fast and hard, hiking my leg up around him as he pounds me into the wall, my head nearly buried in coats. Sex with him is never like in romance books. Not that I’ve read many. And I don’t fill my head with false narratives. Men want what they want; Dmitry is no different.
I’d love to join him as he finishes, but I’m too wound up from the evening to fully relax into things. It’s not unusual for me to have trouble orgasming. I just tend to handle myself in the shower when the need arises.
He bites into the soft skin of my neck.
I jolt and yelp. “Easy, killer.” I laugh to cover my frustration, rubbing at the sensitive skin. Dmitry only grins, any sign of his anger and frustration from moments ago vanished.
As he tidies himself, I look around the closet for something to clean up with. Thankfully, there are some cleaning supplies on a shelf, including some soft paper towels to help with the mess. I doubt there’s much to do to fix my hair, but I adjust as much as possible, and we head back to the party. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Our escapade in the closet seems to relax Dmitry marginally. While we’re one of the last couples to leave, I focus on moderating the limited conversation between the brothers to pacify Dmitry. What I really want is to tell him to cool his fucking jets and get a grip, but I’m not interested in making a scene.
The tension winding up through my shoulders is bringing on a headache. I’m ready for some quiet and dimmed lighting.
When we finally leave, Ilya gives me another sturdy hug. “Thanks for coming, krasivyy,” he says affectionately.
I haven’t made the effort to learn Russian, and Dmitry hasn’t shown an interest in teaching me. I just go on vibes, since in most cases they only toss one or two words my way.
“Wouldn’t miss it,” I say, returning the gesture. 
“My brother is a lucky man.” Ilya’s eyes slip to Dmitry, but I don’t turn to see if he’s about to blow his top. “Lucky he locked you down first.”
“That’s one way to put it.”
Dmitry’s head snaps in my direction.
I bump his hip with a grin and give an exaggerated laugh, hoping to curb both their antics. “I don’t know how the two of you get any work done, bickering like children.”
I try tangling my fingers with Dmitry’s again, but he pulls away, sliding his hand directly up my back to my neck. His grip is firm, his rough thumb rubbing back and forth between my jaw and ear.
Confused, I attempt to look at him, but he presses his thumb deeper, keeping my head in place.
“Happy birthday, brother,” Dmitry says. It’s much like his phrase from the beginning of the night but feels more sinister this time. He turns the two of us sharply toward the door.
The drive home is even quieter than the ride there. I didn’t know there were different levels of silence before Dmitry. I don’t attempt to get him to talk. Quite frankly, I’m pissed about the entire evening.
Who does he think he is, treating me this way? When tempers calm, we need to have a serious conversation about not only his attitude toward me, but also him grabbing me the way he did.
At the penthouse, we pull up to the valet, and I exit the car without waiting for Dmitry. He’s immediately on his phone, so I take the elevator up alone and head straight for the bedroom, tossing my clutch onto the vanity.
The light from my makeup mirror illuminates the room in a cool, white glow as I undress. The jewelry set I wore tonight clinks into the porcelain dish on the vanity, first the diamond necklace and then the matching earrings. Frustrated thoughts from the evening circulate in my head.
Dmitry slams the front door closed, pulling me from my spiral. 
So much for waiting until things cool down.
Even with the mirror lit, I almost miss him entering the bedroom, laser-focused as he approaches me. His furious dark eyes and blistering stride have me turning in surprise, but he’s too fast. He snatches a fistful of my hair at the roots and gives my head a solid shake.
“What—” I start, reaching for his hand, but he pulls something from behind him. The barrel of a gun catches the light just before Dmitry jams it into the base of my skull.
My brain seizes, and my hold on his wrist loosens.
“Don’t be fucking stupid, malyshka. If I can’t have you, nobody will.” He nearly spits the words at me, his pupils blown wide in fury.
My pulse hammers in my ears as my brain tries to catch up with how we got here. I release his wrist, slowly lowering my hand and relaxing my shoulders to seem submissive.
Inhaling deeply, I whisper, “I’m sorry I upset you.” The words are acidic on my tongue, but I have to prioritize self-preservation.
I don’t let him see the heavy inhale I take as the gun finally leaves my skin.
“I love you, malyshka. Don’t anger me,” he orders tightly, then releases my hair. 
Even though I want to tell him what he feels, what he’s shown, is a far cry from love, I nod to appease him, beginning to formulate a plan of escape. “I’m sorry,” I repeat, with as much sincerity as I can muster.
His hands rest against my shoulders. “Mne zhal’. I let Ilya get to me.” He leans forward, placing a kiss on my collarbone. “Let’s get you out of this dress. I’ll make it up to you.”
My stomach turns. The idea of letting him touch me after what just happened is abhorrent. But I need to seem receptive to his bullshit apology. Still, I can’t bring myself to formally agree.
It doesn’t matter. He brushes my hair aside and drags the zipper down slowly. It should be seductive, but the sound of the teeth opening might as well be nails on a chalkboard for all it does to my insides. And yet, I can’t keep from watching him in the mirror.
When the dress falls to the floor, he turns me around, pressing me against the vanity. He removes his gun from his waistband and sets it firmly next to me, a wicked gleam in his eye. I can’t bother to give him the satisfaction of a fearful look this time.
He makes a show of unbuckling his belt and dropping his pants, then lifts me atop the vanity, pushing my legs open as he enters me. The fact that he didn’t wear a condom earlier works in my favor now, as any remaining ejaculate is the only thing keeping me from a painful experience.
Dmitry’s attention isn’t any slower or more enticing than in the closet. It feels more like claiming than an apology. My nails ache with every thrust, my fingers gripping the edge of the marble tightly, if only to keep from tearing his eyes out.
And then in a maneuver he hasn’t done in a while, he pulls out before he comes, coating my stomach and chest in ropes of his sticky load. It’s all I can do not to hurl on him. I snap my face the other direction as he finishes.
Instead of heading into the bathroom, he removes the rest of his clothing and flops into the bed on his belly.
“Clean up, and then get your sexy ass in bed with me,” he mumbles into the pillow. As if I need to be told.






  
  Chapter 3
Erin


By the time I exit the shower, Dmitry is snoring loudly. I stand wrapped in the massive towel glaring at him angrily, steam billowing out into the bedroom. 
Time to go, a voice inside me says.
Daddy talked about abusers when I was growing up. How they grow in confidence. But Dmitry has never hit me before, never threatened me. His controlling nature has been subtle, his treatment of me amenable. Maybe he’s taken out a frustration or two on me sexually, but now he’s gone from never raising a hand to me to holding a gun to my head.
The rapid escalation is the only indication I need to get out of here immediately.
I rush through toweling off, pulling on undergarments, jeans and a T-shirt, and digging for my sneakers in the back of the closet. While there are a few other things I’d like to bring, I don’t take the risk. Instead, I toss my entire clutch from tonight into my purse and head for the door. Mama always says, “Things are replaceable. People aren’t.” Until tonight, the weight of that phrase never felt so heavy.
Keeping my feet light, I sneak through the bedroom. My steps are silent as I cross from the plush carpet to the foyer tile, where I finally step into my shoes. I hold my breath, listening for any sign of movement elsewhere in the penthouse. Nothing stirs. Even Dmitry’s snoring has subsided. 
I frown at my keys in the dish. If they were in my purse where they were supposed to be, I wouldn’t have to worry about making noise to pick them up. I hold a breath and listen again. Nothing. I slide my middle finger through the keyring in the dish and lift gingerly, begging each key to come quietly. The metal scrapes the inside of the heart-shaped bowl, and I freeze before wrapping them up tightly in my hand.
“Going somewhere?” 
I whirl to find Dmitry behind me, standing nude at the threshold of the living room, a too-calm look on his face. “You lying slut.”
It’s now or never.
I turn and grab the door handle, fumbling with the lock, but he’s on me before I can get it open. His grip on my head is firm, and he slams it into the door.
I think I cry out, but like a transition to commercial, my vision goes black for one second before returning as pain erupts through my skull and I fall to my hands and knees. Panic muddles my movements as I scramble through blurry vision for the keys I dropped.
Dmitry kicks me forcefully in the ribs, knocking the wind from me and throwing me sideways onto my ass. My hand flies back instinctively to break my fall, my wrist jamming against the hard floor. I cough and fight to refill my lungs, but he’s already crouching down to reach me. If I could breathe, maybe I could kick him, retreat back again, but my lungs don’t want to expand.
With a hand on each of my ankles, he yanks my legs out from under me, throwing me fully onto my back. A new pain bursts through my head when it hits the tile, accompanied by something like grayscale fireworks in my vision.
I groan in equal parts pain and frustration.
But groaning means air. Somehow my lungs have started working again, just in time for Dmitry to drop down on top of me. He grips my throat with both hands and squeezes like his life depends on it.
Desperate to gain purchase, I kick both feet wildly, but with him settled heavily on my hips, I’m going nowhere. My fingers scratch and claw at his wrists, trying to wrench his hold off me. He squeezes tighter, unbothered.
His eyes are wild, more white visible than I’ve ever seen before. His lips are pulled back, clenched teeth bared like a rabid animal. “Why can’t you just cooperate? I gave you everything,” he grits loudly.
I ignore him, scanning the foyer for something, anything to help me. 
“No. You had to be a lying whore,” he grinds through his teeth. 
The pressure on my neck is becoming unbearable. My skin feels raw and hot.
Without releasing his noose-like grip, he lifts my neck and thumps my head back onto the floor. It should hurt more, but I’m starting to lose sensation. My vision tunnels, and I don’t know if he’s attempting to kill me or knock me out, but the idea of being held against my will sends one last surge of energy through me.
I buck beneath him and dig my nails into his arms, using the last bit of energy in my body.
“Goddammit!” He releases my throat with one hand to slap me across the face. I gasp— the fresh air a momentary relief despite the burn in my throat and the fresh sting across my cheek—before his hand clenches my neck again. He thumps my head against the floor a second time. “Stop being so fucking difficult!” he roars.
My eyes roll toward the glass and iron entry table. The only thing around is a hideous ceramic vase on the floor which holds umbrellas. I reach my left arm toward it as Dmitry spits more angry Russian words at me, but I’m nowhere near close enough.
I draw my eyes back to him, taking in his beet-red face, the way the veins in his neck pop, almost trying to escape his skin, and his vicious snarl.
I’ll be damned if this is the last thing I see.
With both hands, I rake my nails down Dmitry's face, aiming to draw blood or filet his face if I have to. Again he releases me with one hand, presumably to slap me harder this time, but his second hand loosens a bit as well. I pull hard, lurching away to try and take advantage of access to air. The outside of his palm cracks against my eye socket with force as he backhands me. In an ironic twist, it’s the added force I need to topple the vase as my hand slaps at the base. Two thick umbrella handles smack Dmitry in the back of the head, doing nothing but fueling his rage. 
He shouts and struggles awkwardly with the assailants before tossing them away. It’s nothing, a split-second opportunity, but it’s the best I’ve got to grab the ugly vase. Just as he turns back to me, I swing it around in an arcing motion, slamming it into his head as hard as I can from the side.
“Fuck!” he yells.
A tiny part of me is thrilled at the surprise in his curse. He falls off one side of my waist, holding his temple with a hand. I scramble backward into the door as he assesses himself.
His hand pulls away, a few fingertips tinged with blood which drips from somewhere in his hair, trailing down his temple.
“I’m going to fucking kill you!” he shouts, refocusing on me.
He’s so loud; I can’t imagine the neighbors haven’t heard downstairs, and I pray they’ve called the police.
He moves toward me again, but this time I kick out my right leg, aiming for his chest. Instead, I manage to kick him in the throat, which is a pleasant turn of luck.
His gags and coughs, his body twisting at an odd angle as he rolls over and tries to right himself. 
Ignoring my screaming ribs, I rush to stand and grab the vase again, smashing it over the back of Dmitry’s head as he tries to rise. This time it breaks, a large chunk cutting the skin between my thumb and forefinger on one hand. He falls flat on the tile floor.
For a split second, I’m frozen in the entry. My labored breaths echo through the now-quiet space.
I hastily reach for my keys and purse flung under the side table. Dmitry groans on the floor as I manage to unlock and open the front door, sprinting into the hallway.
As the elevator descends, every change in the floor number feels like an entire day, but I force myself to focus on a singular thought: Get the fuck out of this building. At least the twenty-floor descent gives me time to catch my breath, though my throat feels like I swallowed broken glass.
When the chime sounds for the ground floor and the doors slide open, I look for the building security who should be at the front. But there isn’t a person in sight. No one at the desk, no one at the doors. I don’t know if Dmitry is going to come down on the next elevator, but I’m working on the assumption he will, so I don’t have the luxury to wait for someone to return.
I shove open the glass door and sprint through the parking lot. My head is throbbing, and each heavy step jostles my aching ribs and back as I run for my car parked at the spot farthest from the entrance. Its placement never mattered before; the valet always pulled up Dmitry’s car, which is what we usually drive in. But now, every second I lose running in the open feels like more opportunity for Dmitry to catch up to me.
I don’t look back, though. They always look back in the movies, and I realize now the urge is out of self-preservation—to know what’s coming at you. Instead, I sprint faster than I ever have for my car door.
Managing not to fumble the keys too badly, I unlock the door, slide in, and lock myself inside. For the first time in my life, I don’t bother with a seatbelt, barely checking my mirrors before reversing out of the spot.
Panic or oxygen deprivation has my brain fuddled. My entire body is shaking with the after-effects of adrenaline. I need to get my shit together.
So I start driving. And thinking.
What if I killed Dmitry? Sure, it was self-defense, but I fled the scene. If I hadn’t, he would’ve killed me.
If only security had been downstairs.
I could report it now, but I can’t bring myself to stop.
The panicked side of my brain wants to get as far away from what happened as possible. But the logical side—the one that grew up with a sheriff for a father—argues that documentation is important. And yet, I’ve seen how the system repeatedly fails women. Why should I go through the process of documenting the attack, having photos taken, and heading to court just so Dmitry can get a slap on the wrist? He has an insane amount of money, and likely lawyers on retainer.
It’s a complete waste of time.
And it’s not like I have any intention of going back. I may have ignored the warning signs, attributed them to some underlying cause, but I know he won’t change. He showed me who he is tonight.
I speed down the highway. My gaze flicks to the green exit sign bright beneath the street lamp, confirmation of heading south, home to Bull Creek; it wasn’t even a conscious decision. Returning to the small town I escaped from at eighteen was never something I considered before. But it’s the one place that feels safe right now.
It’s ok. It’ll only be temporary.
I’m not getting tied down like my mom.
About thirty minutes out of the city, I pull into a truck stop and park near the front doors. I should take a look at my injuries before continuing on, and a coffee for the drive will help.
The cashier says a happy hello before catching sight of me, quickly diverting his eyes once he does.
Embarrassment floods my insides, and I force a smile that feels more like a grimace as I grab a basket at the end of the checkout station. Hurrying through the aisles, I find a small first aid kit before pouring myself a large cup of coffee.
At the counter, the cashier doesn’t make eye contact as he scans my items. He mumbles a simple, “Have a nice night.”
I had thought to go to the bathroom and clean up, but I can’t bear to face more of the same looks, so I hurry out to the car. The dome light isn’t great, but it’ll do. 
I spread out the first aid kit on the passenger seat and get to work cleaning up my injuries, before downing a couple painkillers with my lukewarm coffee. My hair hides half of the goose egg I received from being thrown into the front door. The skin is broken on my cheek and a deep reddish bruise is already forming. The cut on my hand has stopped bleeding already, but I give it a good cleaning, blowing away the sting. 
In minutes, I’m pulling back onto the highway. Fear has coiled itself tightly within me, and I work to release it, knowing that I made it out safely. Behind it, a new sensation creeps in.
Shame.
Shame that I missed the
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