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      Never tip your hand. Never show fear.

      Raised the dutiful mafia princess, I played the game well. But I was willing to spill my own blood to escape an arranged marriage. When that failed, I finally fled. 

      Never in my darkest, deadliest dreams did I think my path to freedom would thrust me right into bloodthirsty enemy arms. 

      Arms and eyes made of steel. A man like no other man I’d ever known. He’d be the death of me. 

      If only the death of me didn’t feel so excruciatingly good.
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            Olivia

          

        

      

    

    
      The dawn stretches across a sky that’s dull and lifeless, streaked with the kind of pale gray that only this placid country can summon. Cold gnaws at me through the thin fabric of my jumper, but my body is too exhausted to feel it. My fingers are numb. My toes are numb. My brain feels like it’s been packed in cotton wool and left in the rain.

      Stan walks beside me, hands shoved deep into his coat pockets, walking down the crumbling street. Fog curls around our ankles as we move.

      We’ve been walking all night—hours upon hours of silence punctuated by his occasional chatter. Now that the city’s edges sharpen into something vaguely familiar, I know we’re close. Close to London proper. Close to what people insist on calling home.

      As if that word has ever meant anything good.

      Home is a lie people tell themselves so they don’t go insane.

      Home is where they expect you to behave, to submit, to shut the fuck up and smile prettily while they decide what your life is worth.

      Home is nothing more than a four-letter word for disappointment.

      A raindrop lashes across my cheek, sharp and icy, but the sensation is lost on me. In some twisted way, this numbness is almost a comfort. A cold embrace, more familiar than I care to admit. It’s better than feeling anything else, better than the chant that keeps replaying in my mind.

      I killed a man.

      He keeps creeping back in—his blank, indifferent stare, as if even in his last moments, he couldn’t quite believe the small girl before him had made up her mind.

      Joel.

      Joel, Volkov’s lackey.

      Joel, the giant of a man who had been sent to kill my father.

      Dead.

      And I’m the one who killed him.

      Max Rossi had dictated my every move last night, sure. He had pushed me to walk up to my father’s killer, aim the gun he had pressed into my hands, and pull the trigger.

      And that’s exactly what I did.

      Stan is talking again. Something about debts, old grudges, wounds that never healed. His voice is steady, grounding, and deliberately normal. It’s his attempt to fill the silence that slowly forced me into insanity.

      It doesn’t work.

      “You’re awfully quiet,” he says eventually, glancing at me from the corner of his eye.

      “What’s there to say?” My voice comes out colder than I intended.

      He huffs a humorless chuckle. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you could explain again why you dragged me out of that palace-sized hellhole in the middle of the night with some half-complete plan?”

      “I told you already,” I say, lighting a cigarette, “I needed to get out. We both did. Staying meant dying. Or worse.”

      What I don’t say—what I refuse to acknowledge even in my own mind—is that staying also meant facing him. And facing him meant feeling things I’ve spent the last eight hours trying to nail shut inside a locked box.

      “Fair,” Stan mutters, looping his arm through mine. “But I’ve got to say, dying in there still might’ve been better than freezing our arses off on some abandoned street. Unless you’re about to reveal a genius escape plan you forgot to share.”

      “First of all,” I say, exhaling smoke, “I never asked you to come; you invited yourself into this mess. Second, we’re not freezing to death. We just need distance. Space. Time. Once we’re far enough away from that place, I’ll—” call my brother Marcus, beg for some cash, and create a life where no one pulls the strings but me, “—figure it out.”

      Stan raises an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. “That so? And where, exactly, is this grand escape leading us?”

      I hesitate because the truth is, the plan ended the moment I made it past the gates and out of The Palazzo, using the keycard I’d stolen from a guard a few days ago. I wasn’t going to use it so soon. The smart move would’ve been patience—watching the security rotation schedules longer, memorizing camera angles—but after a certain Italian bastard left me hanging last night, patience lost its appeal.

      Everything after that is just improvisation.

      “Not sure yet,” I finally say. “First, we need money.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m working on that.”

      I glance up at him, arching a brow. Stan had been perfectly content as a glorified house pet in the great Rossi empire, gambling with his own mortality. But the moment he saw me last night—half-dressed, drunk, unraveling—he decided we were a package deal.

      “Remind me again where we’re going?” I ask.

      “A friend,” he says, his voice unreadable. “Owes me a pretty penny.”

      “Didn’t think you had friends.”

      He smirks. “I don’t. Not the kind that invite you to dinner. But I’ve got people who know better than to forget what they owe me.”

      We walk in comfortable silence after that, but my mind betrays me again, drifting into places I don’t want it to go—into fantasies so stupid they almost hurt. Versions of myself that are… happy. Genuinely, uncomplicatedly happy. No undercurrent of melancholy, no simmering anger, no ceaseless ache that refuses to die down. What would that even look like?

      Me. Happy.

      Feels like a bloody joke.

      Living in my family’s mansion certainly never did it for me. That place was cold, luxurious, and more lifeless than a marble tomb. The Palazzo? Ha. I’d rather rot in Hell than call Max Rossi’s giant, concrete block a home. And even with Stan—dear, loyal Stan, who’s been interested in me from the start—I’ve never felt anything but... present.

      Real happiness, though…

      The only glimpse of the emotion I’ve ever had was with Nathalie, my best friend since our reckless teenage years. We laughed until our ribs hurt, talked nonsense, and planned futures we’d never have. And even then, I was usually drunk.

      And damn it, I feel utterly pathetic even thinking this.

      Stan’s voice drags me back. He’s looking at me with that expectant half-smile, and I have no idea what he just said. “We’re here,” he announces.

      I follow his gaze, blinking, and find myself staring at a tattoo parlor. The place looks worn but lived-in, with flickering neon letters above the door.

      It’s… cozy.

      Which is not a word I would usually associate with anything lately.

      Inside, an older woman with sharp eyes and ink-covered arms immediately breaks into a grin upon seeing Stan.

      “Jesus Christ,” she says, stepping around the counter to pull him into a hug. “You slippery bastard. I thought you were dead.”

      “Disappointed?” Stan laughs, wrapping his arms around her.

      I linger near the door, suddenly very aware of myself. Of how out of place I look. Of how I don’t belong anywhere that feels this real.

      The woman’s sharp eyes flick to me, curiosity sparking instantly. “And who’s this?” she asks, looking me up and down. “Your girlfriend?”

      “This is Liv,” Stan chuckles, throwing a casual arm around my shoulder. “But she’s not my girlfriend.” He says it with a smirk, like he’s leaving the meaning open-ended.

      “Oh, really?” she says, turning to me. “Well, nice to meet you, Liv. You’ve got guts, sticking with this one.”

      Sure.

      Let’s call it guts.

      Not desperation, exhaustion, or a complete lack of alternatives.

      They drift into low conversation after that, and I catch a glimpse of an envelope exchanging hands. Looks like Stan’s here for more than a friendly hello.

      Her attention shifts back to me, the envelope vanishing somewhere out of sight. “Feel free to look around,” she says. “Or, if you fancy a little ink, today’s on the house.”

      I stifle a laugh. I mean, really? Me, a tattoo? What am I supposed to get, a permanent reminder of my brilliant choices?

      “Thanks,” I manage, “but I don’t think a tattoo’s on the agenda today. And I’d really rather not impose.”

      “Nonsense. Consider it my gift,” she says with a wink.

      Stan grins, squeezing my shoulder. “Oh, you should absolutely get one, Liv. It’d suit you.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” I reply softly. I’ve never even considered getting a tattoo before; it didn’t seem like an actual option.

      Because Mother would skin me alive if she found out.

      “We should probably keep moving,” I add, shooting Stan a pointed look. “I’d rather not get tracked down while picking out a tattoo.”

      “Relax,” he says easily, dropping into a black leather chair like he owns the place. “One break won’t kill us. And while we’re here—Anna, ink me.”

      The artist—a petite woman with warm brown eyes—steps forward, extending her hand. “Anna,” she says, smiling at me. “Lovely to meet you.”

      I watch as Anna perches on a stool beside him, prepping her tools. She starts freehanding some obscure symbol on his chest, and I step back, watching with intrigue. Stan’s dark skin gleams under the fluorescent light, and my eyes automatically follow the ink winding up his forearms and draping over his shoulders.

      When she finishes, she looks at me again. “So,” she says gently. “Decided what you’ll be getting?”

      “Not really.”

      “Just do it already,” Stan says, pulling his shirt back on. “What’s one more bad decision?”

      I close my eyes briefly, rifling through the mess inside my head, trying to find something meaningful enough to carve into myself forever. “Maybe a phoenix,” I say finally, “you know, rising from the ashes and all that.”

      Stan chuckles. “Sounds fitting,” he says. “Though a bit overdone and predictable.”

      I roll my eyes, but I can’t exactly argue with that. He’s right. Every decision I’ve ever made feels predictable. Like I’m just playing along with a script someone else wrote. The tragic daughter, the mafia princess, the pretty captive, the runaway, the walking self-fulfilling prophecy.

      I feel a flush creeping up my neck, and I realize how much I’ve missed talking to him. I’ve been avoiding Stan for a while now, afraid of what might happen if we got too close. Or maybe he’s been avoiding me. Who knows?

      “Are you okay?” Stan’s voice is soft, but with a concerned undertone. “You still haven’t told me your whole plan. What do we do now that we’ve got… funds? Where do we go?”

      I exhale, sinking into one of the chairs as Anna sits beside me. “I was thinking… maybe America. Or Asia.” Anywhere that doesn’t rhyme with “Italy.” Or London.

      “Right,” he says. “And then?”

      “Then I’ll call my brother, and he’ll send me enough money for us to start a new life.”

      He laughs; a genuine, head-thrown-back laugh that momentarily dissolves the tension in the room. “You’ve got a wild fantasy. You’ve told me before that you don’t have family anymore, and now, you have a supposed filthy rich brother?”

      I level him with a deadpan stare. “You don’t have to come with me. You’re free to go wherever you want.”

      “And do what?” he fires back. “I don’t have a house, a job, a family. Trust me, following you in whatever stupid plan you’ve got conjured up sounds as tempting as it gets.”

      He casually taps out a line of coke and takes a snort. I stare at the way he tilts his head back afterward, looking more alive, more energized, like he could take on anything. There’s something reckless and magnetic about him—his easy confidence, his complete lack of interest in who I am beyond just me. He’s handsome, he’s kind, and⁠—

      “What?” he asks me suddenly. “You’re staring at me funny.”

      Fuck it.

      I grab his collar and crush my mouth to his. He responds eagerly, like he’s been dying for this too. But after a few seconds, the heat, the desire, the spark… It’s just not…there.

      “Maybe I should come back…” I hear Anna say.

      I pull back from Stan abruptly. “Sorry,” I mutter. “Stupid move.”

      Stan doesn’t seem to agree. He catches my wrist, his grip light but insistent. “Wasn’t stupid for me,” he says. “Besides, not like Enzo Rossi can beat the shit out of me for it this time.”

      Damnit.

      Of course, it was only a matter of time before his stupid, infuriating face resurfaced in my head. A surge of rage courses through me—not at Stan, but at the fucking situation. At him. At the bastard who left me standing there in that weight room, right after I’d confessed my… thoughts.

      Deep down, some twisted, oblivious butterfly starts to tickle my abdomen again. And I hate it. Enzo doesn’t even care about me. It was all part of his cruel game to break me, to make me pay for all the sins my family has committed.

      It’s wrong. I’m wrong for wanting him, but fuck me, that’s where I am.

      Good thing I’ll never see him again.

      Stan’s voice pulls me back. “It’s more than that… brute, isn’t it?” he asks quietly. “You’re scared. Not of him, but… of what this whole mess could mean if he finds us.”

      “If?” I repeat, laughing bitterly. “Oh, he’ll find us alright. But not before we’re so far away, he’ll have to sail across an ocean to track us down.”

      “Well then,” he says. “To America, or Asia, or wherever the fuck you’re dragging me.” He grins—a cocky grin that makes me feel that this might actually work. “Now let’s do something rebellious while we’re at it. How about you pick a tattoo already?”

      It’s ridiculous. Ludicrous, really. But it’s exactly the kind of reckless absurdity I can get behind. And sure enough, an hour later, I’m staring into a dusty mirror at my shoulder blade. There’s a sparrow painted there. Delicate but unyielding, its wings stretched wide as if ready to fly.

      I feel a strange sense of empowerment. For once, there’s no hovering shadow over my shoulder, no calculating gaze stripping me down to the bone. No Mother, Marcus, or Max dictating my choices. This is my choice, my mark.

      “Now that that’s settled,” Stan says, waving his thick envelope in the air, “let’s get to the airport.”

      I drag a shirt over my head, pausing for a moment as a thought crosses my mind. Without thinking too hard about it, I pull the elastic from my hair, letting it tumble down my back. It’s strange, wearing it down in public, and when I run my fingers through it, I realize how long it’s gotten. How suffocating, really.

      Stan notices. “Damn,” he murmurs. “It’s even more beautiful than I thought.”

      There’s a blush creeping up my neck, but I force it down. Today is a day of change, after all, so I let him lean in, let his lips brush mine with a tentative sweetness. But still… nothing.

      Kissing Stan is fine. Nice. But it lacks the chaos, the hungry excitement that comes from being with him. It’s like comparing a warm, safe hug to a dangerous, thrilling thunderstorm ride. And I hate that I crave the latter.

      I pull away, forcing myself to breathe, when I see it. A sleek black car parked too neatly, too purposefully, across the street. I catch a glint of something out of place, something metallic protruding from a half-lowered window.

      A gun.

      Oh fuck.

      Oh fuck fuck fuck.

      There’s no time to think. No time to hesitate. I lunge, shoving Stan behind a cabinet and throwing myself to the ground just as gunfire erupts.

      “Get down!” I shout, diving behind a worn-out leather chair.

      The glass shop window explodes instantly in a spray of sharp, glimmering shards that scatter across the floor. Bullets tear through the walls, through memories, through whatever fragile illusion of safety I let myself believe in for five stupid minutes. Somewhere in the chaos, I force myself to peek around the edge of my makeshift barricade.

      And that’s when I see him.

      Stan.

      Motionless. Eyes wide open. Staring at nothing.

      The breath in my throat chokes me, clawing its way out as a guttural sound I can’t suppress.

      No.

      No. No. NO.

      This isn’t real.

      It can’t be real…

      I bite down hard on the scream threatening to rip out of my chest, pressing my trembling hand over my mouth. Because Stan is dead. The one solid thing I had left. Gone, just like that.

      “Move!” Anna’s voice slices through the chaos, sharp and commanding. She’s beside me suddenly, eyes blazing, gripping my arm with bruising force. “Liv, we have to fucking go, now.”

      My legs don’t work. They refuse. My body is still anchored to Stan’s lifeless stare. But Anna hauls me up anyway, dragging me toward the back as another bullet tears through the wall inches from my head.

      The back door bursts open, and we spill into the alley. It’s narrow. Filthy. Reeking of piss, rot, and desperation.

      The distant growl of an engine swells, morphing into a low, hungry roar. I risk a glance over my shoulder, only to see a dark van tearing down the alley behind us.

      “Go!” Anna shouts, disappearing from my periphery.

      I veer left, crash into another alley, my vision blurring. My muscles burn. My lungs feel shredded. And then another vehicle screeches around the corner ahead. The doors burst open, and the gunfire erupts again, biting at my heels. One finds its mark, searing through my calf in a fresh wave of blistering agony.

      Oh, bloody fantastic.

      One hole wasn’t enough; let’s add another, shall we?

      I dive into a narrow corridor between buildings. It’s pitch black, barely wide enough to breathe, let alone pull my dagger free from its holster against my thigh. Blood spills from the bullet wound and sloshes in my shoe, warm and slick, turning each step into a fresh nightmare. But hey, at least I’m ready, armed and ready to kill.

      Shadows move through the alley, figures pouring out of the cars, their dark silhouettes looming closer. I brace myself for the inevitable. The fight, the bloodshed.

      But then a pair of strong arms wraps around my waist, yanking me backward into darkness, and I immediately drop the knife like the incapable imbecile I am. I thrash violently, feral panic exploding in my chest, because maybe this is it. Maybe this is where I die.

      Then a firm hand clamps over my mouth, pulling me further into the darkness, and then I’m met with a voice that’s rich, low, and unmistakably Italian.

      “Quiet.”

      Valerio Rossi.

      Of-fucking-course.

      He holds me there as the men rush past, so close I can smell their sweat, hear their breathing. None of them even looks our way, and when silence finally falls, Valerio spins me around. His sky-blue eyes are sharp, furious, scanning my face before deciding I’m not in any immediate danger.

      “Hi,” I chirp, officially hysterical. “Lovely morning for a jog, isn’t it?”

      “What the hell, Trouble?” His gaze drops, cataloging my injuries while his fury deepens. “You could’ve been killed. What exactly were you thinking?”

      “Oh, I’m fine, by the way,” I snap back through clenched teeth, refusing to limp. “But thank you so much for your concern. Really touching. Now, do you mind explaining why you’re here? I don’t recall sending out an invite.”

      “What’s going on is you being reckless and stupid,” he retorts. “Waltzing about in alleyways with Volkov’s men swarming the place—ingenious, really. Truly inspired.”

      “Those were Volkov’s men?” I look back, finding the streets empty, silent.

      He releases me with a pointed shove, taking a step back. “They were out to capture you, maybe worse. But by all means, keep screaming, see if they miss us on their second pass.”

      For a moment, I can’t breathe.

      “How’d they find me? And more importantly, how the hell did you find me?” My voice shakes slightly, but I steady it with sheer force.

      Valerio says nothing, grips my arm, and starts marching down the alley. Ahead, the dim glow of headlights reveals Samuel standing in the shadow of a black van, looking so disinterested it’s almost insulting.

      Disappointment twists in my stomach. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d expected… someone. Not Valerio. Not Samuel. But him—the bane of my very existence.

      “Let go!” I struggle, jerking against his grip. “Let go, you absolute jackass! I’m not going back with you—I refuse!”

      “Would you stop squirming?” Valerio snaps, grabbing me by my hair. “Do you think you’re some genius, running off on foot? Because I hate to break it to you, but you wouldn’t make it anywhere without getting gutted by the other families. You’re damn lucky it was us who found you first.”

      Oh, sure, lucky me.

      My words catch as he shoves me backward into the van, and my spine hits the hard metal. I’m barely in my seat before the door slams, trapping me in, and he’s leaning over to cuff my wrists with zip ties.

      Fantastic.

      Give me less than a day of freedom, and I’ll give you a dead partner and a new set of handcuffs. Don’t say I never achieve anything.

      Samuel watches me from the driver’s seat. “If you shout any louder,” he warns, “they’ll be coming back. And I’d rather keep my head on my shoulders tonight, thanks.”

      “Like I give a damn!” I snap, trying to yank my wrists free. “Don’t you dare drag me back to that bloody prison. I’m not your pet—let me go!”

      “Look,” Valerio mutters as he settles beside me, “we’ve been decent up to now, Olivia, but you keep acting like this, and that’s going to change real quick. Max is furious—heads have already rolled because of your little escapade. So, unless you’re angling to start a full-scale bloodbath, I suggest you zip it and behave.”

      A cold weight settles in my stomach. He doesn’t need to elaborate. Max isn’t one to tolerate disobedience, not from anyone, and certainly not from me. But the thought of being dragged back to The Palazzo, cornered like a caged animal—it’s more than I can stomach.

      “What exactly was your plan?” Samuel mutters as he starts the engine. “Running off on foot—what did you expect?”

      “Expected to get away from you,” I snap.

      “And stealing a car didn’t occur to you?” Valerio chimes in.

      “Well, I—” I slam my mouth shut, because admitting it feels utterly pathetic.

      “What?” Samuel pushes.

      “I can’t drive, alright?” I snap.

      A beat of silence passes, then— “Wait.” Valerio turns to face me fully. “You can’t drive?”

      I say nothing. My parents never allowed me to get a license. Hell, I’ve never even been allowed to sit in the front seat—my mother thought it was improper. “I never got my license,” I finally mutter. “So, no, I couldn’t hop into some convenient getaway car if I wanted to.”

      Samuel gives a derisive snort. “Figures.”

      I glare at the back of his head, wishing I could summon some cutting retort, but Valerio’s hand suddenly clamps down on my thigh. “Well, Trouble, if you manage to behave yourself for once, maybe I’ll become your personal chauffeur.”

      As if.

      I’ve always loathed that one little detail about my life—how I was raised like some porcelain doll, polished and perfect and obedient. And now here I am, back in yet another cage, helpless all over again.

      Valerio keeps staring at me with this indecipherable smirk, and I lift my eyebrows. “Something funny I must know about?”

      “No. It’s just… I like your hair. It’s pretty.”

      A string of curses is swallowed back as I glance at my hair tie around my wrist. The moment these cuffs come off, I’ll be damned if someone ever sees it again.

      The silence stretches on, punctuated by Samuel’s awful sing-along to an old country song. If I wasn’t already considering throwing myself out of the moving vehicle, I certainly am now.

      “So… Where’s your brother?” I ask after a while, feigning indifference.

      Valerio quirks a brow, clearly amused. “Who, Max?” He shrugs. “He’s waiting for you, don’t worry. He’s positively giddy at the thought of seeing you again.”

      I grit my teeth. “Wasn’t talking about Max.”

      He leans back, stretching lazily. “Ah, you mean our Fratellino.” There’s a beat before he shrugs again. “Well, hate to disappoint, but he’s locked himself in his room since you bolted. Said he wanted nothing to do with you or bringing you back. Guess he’s finally done with your bullshit.”

      Something splinters inside me, sharp and jagged. I should feel relief, right? After all, I loathe Enzo Rossi, don’t I? I despise every reminder of him, of his touch, his voice, the way he’d…

      No matter how hard I try, the words don’t fit the way they should. His absence leaves an ache, a sharp twist of disappointment I have no right to feel.

      I open my mouth to retort, but the van lurches violently, the tires squealing in protest as the entire vehicle skids to one side. My body jolts forward, the seatbelt digging painfully into my chest, and Samuel swears loudly.

      “What the hell—” Valeria snarls, but the sharp, unmistakable pop of gunfire drowns out his words. The van tilts, one of the back tires blown clean through, and we grind to a shuddering halt.

      “Get down!” Valerio barks, his hand shoving me low against the seat as more bullets riddle the sides of the van. The air smells of burnt rubber and adrenaline, and for a moment, all I can hear is the erratic pounding of my own heartbeat.

      The back doors fly open with a metallic groan, and shadows loom in the opening. Men clad in dark gear spill in, their movements swift, merciless, and definitely planned. Valerio is the first to move, lunging toward them, but it’s not enough. There are too many, they’re too fast, and even as Valerio fires a few solid shots, they overwhelm him, slamming him against the side of the van.

      I scream, thrashing against my restraints as rough hands reach for me. “Get off me!” I shriek, but it only earns me a sharp, biting pain as a needle pierces my neck. Warmth spreads quickly, sickeningly, and my limbs grow heavy, useless.

      “No—” The word slips from my lips, weak and slurred, as my vision blurs at the edges. The last thing I see is Valerio struggling against his captors before everything plunges into blackness.
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      Silence in our family is never just silence.

      It’s weighed. Textured. A silence that presses in on my ears, on my skull, on the back of my eyes, vibrating with everything that isn’t being said.

      Valerio is pissed. That much I can tell, but I wouldn’t know what he’s pissed about since he won’t tell me. I’ve been observing him since we got into the car, and whatever’s needling him must be serious if it’s enough to wipe that cocky smirk off his face.

      His phone rings for the third time since we left The Palazzo, and he answers the call with an irritated sigh. Some of the silence returns while he listens, his brows drawing tighter by the second.

      “I’m not your bloody attack dog,” Valerio snaps. “Handle it yourself.” A curt press of a button ends the call, but his jaw remains clenched, his entire face rigid with frustration.

      “Tough times?” Samuel asks from the driver’s seat, but he doesn’t look back. His hands stay steady on the wheel as he navigates the chaotic mess that is the London Gateway port. Rain streaks across the windshield in uneven lines, blurring neon signs and warehouse lights into smeared color.

      “Shut it, Sam,” Valerio sneers. “I fucking hate being dragged out here.”

      “Then why are we here?” I ask, because I’ve got the feeling I’m the only one out of the three of us who has no fucking clue what we’re about to dive into.

      “Max wants us to visit Chadwick’s warehouse to get us some new players.” Samuel shrugs like he’s talking about the weather and not about flesh-and-blood women locked away like cattle. “Word is Chadwick keeps his best business assets in a building down by the docks. Easy pickings.”

      “Chadwick will have his head if he finds out,” Valerio huffs.

      “Not my fucking problem.”

      Their words dissolve into background static when I choose not to hear the rest of their ranting. Chadwick, the port, the so-called ‘assets,’ none of it can hold my attention, and frankly, I don’t care. I haven’t cared for a long time now, not since a certain five-foot-nothing menace with an attitude crawled her way under my skin and decided to set up camp there.

      My kitten.

      My sharp-tongued, infuriatingly defiant kitten. Always fighting me, always pushing, always glaring at me. And Christ, I fucking love it. I want her fire. Her teeth. Her temper. I want the way she challenges me, the way she makes everything inside me spike and twist and short-circuit. I want her hands on me again because when she touches me, the noise in my head finally goes quiet.

      And last night… last night she finally cracked open that stubborn wall she keeps throwing at me. She let me properly touch her. Let me kiss her. And it wasn’t like all those other times when she tried to manipulate me.

      No, no.

      She kissed me like she meant it. Like she wanted it. And apparently, I just had to ruin it.

      Valerio snaps his fingers in front of my face, and I nearly break his wrist out of pure reflex. “The fuck is wrong with you?” he growls, yanking free and looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have.

      “Drop it,” I reply. The last thing I need is Valerio’s nosy ass prying into my head right now.

      “You know, Fratellino, I’m getting real tired of your moping. You’ve had a stick up your ass all day. Snap out of it.”

      I glare at him, a retort burning on the tip of my tongue. “Just leave me alone, Val.”

      I turn my gaze back to the windshield, but I don’t see the port or the cranes or the endless lines of containers. I see her. And it does something to me. She makes me weak and vulnerable, and I hate it. Yet at the same time, I crave her with a desperation that scares the hell out of me.

      And still, she refuses to be mine.

      That’s the part that burns.

      When she kissed Max last night, I didn’t care. That was a strategy. That was survival. But when I walked into our living room and saw her kissing Valerio—willingly—it drove me absolutely fucking mad.

      The way her lips moved against his, the way she looked at him with those eyes. Those fucking eyes. It made me want to scream, to punch something, to tear the world apart.

      Then she kissed me too.

      Same fire. Same hunger. Maybe more. So, who the hell does she want?

      I know I’m not supposed to care. I’m not wired to care. I’m fucked up, defective, broken—whatever the hell you want to call it. But when it comes to her, all I can think about is her hands in my hair, her warm breath against my skin, her wet pussy pressed against my⁠—

      “Oi, what’s that in your neck?” Valerio’s voice draws me back to the present again. I barely process it before his hand is reaching toward me, but I grab his wrist again and twist.

      “Don’t touch me,” I snap, tugging my collar higher. “It’s nothing.”

      But it’s not nothing. It’s a mark she left on me. One of many. And I fucking love that she did it. That she felt the need to claim me. Brand me. Make me hers.

      I should wear it proudly. I should bare my throat and dare anyone to comment. But I can’t. Not in front of these imbeciles. If they knew—if Max knew—they’d only try to take her away from me.

      “Nothin’, huh?” Valerio drawls.

      “What is it?” Samuel calls from the front.

      Valerio smirks. “Looks like our resident psychopath got himself sucked on.”

      Samuel barks out a laugh. “Yeah, right. Fratellino walking around with a hickey? Like hell. Nobody’s desperate enough to put their mouth on him.”

      Heat floods my face before I can stop it, burning up the back of my neck. I drag my eyes to the rain streaking across the window, refusing to give them the satisfaction. I can feel Valerio’s gaze drill a hole in the side of my head, but before he can pry deeper, his phone buzzes, and he grumbles in response.

      “Max thinks he can dump every fucking task at my feet,” he mutters, flicking his lighter and taking a drag from his cigarette.

      “At least he enlightens you with his plans,” Samuel replies bitterly. “All I ever get to do is drive you, bastards, around like a fucking chauffeur. Max struts about like he’s the Don already.”

      Max has been strutting around The Palazzo all day, bragging about some deal he made with Marcus Thompson. Valerio’s been feeding him some realism, telling him he’s full of shit, but Max? That thick-headed bastard only hears what he wants.

      “He will hand everything over to me,” Max had told him. “It’s just a matter of time.”

      And apparently, that time has now come.

      Marcus isn’t a fool, that much is certain. He’s not the type to give up everything so easily, especially not to Max. And honestly, he shouldn’t. Because if he does, she’ll have to leave.

      I can’t even begin to imagine a reality where she’s no longer a constant presence in my life. Maybe Marcus will even sell the mansion and move his entire family somewhere else once he has her back.

      I’d rather she scream at me, throw things at my head, than not have her at all.

      I should give him a call again.

      “…can’t believe Marcus sold his entire legacy to Max,” Valerio mutters around the cigarette, hotboxing the car until I snap the window open.

      “Please,” Samuel scoffs. “There’s no way in hell Marcus would just surrender the Thompson empire.”

      “He would,” I mutter, almost to myself. “If it meant getting his sister back.”

      Valerio smirks. “Let’s just hope Max holds up his end of the bargain. If I were him, I’d gut her the second I got what I wanted.”

      A hard lump forms in my throat. He wouldn’t. Not even Max would go that low, would he? But if she’s just collateral to him—if he’s decided she’s expendable—then I could lose her. Permanently.

      “So, tell me, Fratellino,” Samuel says, “what did Olivia do last night after you threatened to shoot your brother and dragged her away?”

      Valerio laughs. “Probably left him standing there like the impaired moron he is.”

      “That’s what he gets for cock-blocking you,” Samuel chortles.

      I muffle back an insult, shaking my head and forcing my eyes back on the window.

      Valerio doesn’t let up. “Seriously, you’re walking around with a hickey, and you’re not going to tell us?”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” I say flatly. “Stop pushing, or I’ll put that bullet in your head after all.”

      “Are you seriously mad at me for giving her a good time?”

      “You used her,” I reply, voice clipped. “She’s just a game to you. Something you can steal from Max to prove a point.”

      “Of course she is,” he agrees easily. “But I’ll admit, I like having her around. She’s… entertaining. And terribly hot. Tell me, Fratellino, what is she to you?”

      Everything.

      “Nothing,” I mutter instead. “But at least I don’t drug her to make her like me.”

      “She. Wants. Me.” Valerio articulates every word. “And who the fuck are you to lecture me? You’re the one who ripped her out of my arms and fucked her yourself.”

      I look up at him, crossing my arms on my chest. “What makes you think I fucked her?”

      Samuel whistles through his teeth. “Looks like someone cock-blocked himself.”

      I say nothing, because the bastard’s right.

      When we finally step out of the car, the cold night air hits me. The docks are shrouded in darkness, the faint glow of the streetlights barely piercing the thick fog that hangs over the water.

      We approach a dilapidated warehouse with rusted, metal doors and broken windows—the place reeks of neglect, a perfect hideaway for those who wish to remain unnoticed.

      Inside, Chadwick’s men are in the middle of a sleazy, drug-fueled party. Laughter and muffled sobs weave through the air as we enter, mixing with the sickly scent of sweat, alcohol, and cheap perfume. Women—girls, really—are strewn across makeshift beds, their bodies limp and unresponsive to the men exploiting them.

      My jaw tightens, already nauseous by the sight, until I see her.

      A blonde girl strapped to a bare metal bedframe—no mattress beneath her, just rusted bars digging into her back. Some bald son of a bitch is hunched over her, jamming the barrel of his gun somewhere it has no business being. She’s pale, barely conscious, with her face twisted and vomit streaking down her chin.

      My hand jerks toward my gun before I even realize I’ve moved. She looks too much like her, too similar to my kitten. The resemblance is enough to make beads of sweat form along my hairline while dark red spots cloud my vision.

      Poor Olivia…

      My teeth grind together so hard my jaw aches. Heat surges through my chest, sudden and violent, coiling in my gut like a living, seething thing. If anyone had ever⁠—

      If anyone would touch my kitten like that⁠—

      I’ll just have to kill them all.

      Chadwick’s men are too busy getting their sick kicks to notice us at first. But then one of them spots Valerio, and suddenly it’s all eyes on us. I barely have time to pull out my gun before the first idiot rushes me. One clean shot to the chest, and he crumples like the useless sack of flesh he is. Valerio is beside me, his own gun blazing, but more keep coming.

      The next one lunges, wielding a knife, but he’s slow and clumsy. I sidestep and drive my elbow into his face, feeling the crunch of bone under my skin. The knife clatters from his grasp, and before he can think of retrieving it, I seize him by the collar and ram his skull against the concrete. Once. Twice. Until it cracks open like a fucking eggshell.

      I fire off a few more shots, each one finding its mark with lethal precision. But it’s not enough. The gun feels too impersonal, too distant. I need to feel the impact, the resistance of flesh and bone beneath my fists. I drop the gun and charge at the nearest man, connecting my knuckles with his jaw.

      He staggers back, but I don’t stop. I pummel him, blow after blow, the wet sound of breaking bones and tearing flesh barely registering through the red haze of my rage. Blood splatters across my face, but I don’t care. I welcome the metallic taste, the adrenaline, the ultimate power.

      Another one tries to intervene, but Valerio takes him out with a quick shot to the head. Then the last man stands frozen, his eyes wide with terror as he realizes he’s alone—poor bastard. I’d almost feel bad if I weren’t still vibrating with the need to tear him apart.

      I hammer on his face, but before I can properly kill him, Samuel appears beside me, shooting the guy in the head before yanking me back.

      “Enough!” he exclaims. “You’re leaving your damn DNA all over this place, you psycho. Do you want to get us all caught?”

      His words slice through the frenzy, and suddenly, my hands don’t feel like mine anymore. I look down. They’re shaking. Bloodied. The mess at my feet barely resembles a human.

      Oh.

      I take a step back, then another, before Samuel’s hand clamps around my arm and starts steering me firmly toward the exit. He doesn’t say anything. He drags me out of the warehouse like I’m something volatile that needs to be removed from the room before it explodes again.

      The cold night air hits me the moment we step outside, while fog swirls around me in heavy sheets, blurring the lines between reality and whatever red haze is still lingering behind my eyes. I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself, but it’s useless.

      My body still feels wrong. Overheated. Trembling with leftover adrenaline that refuses to fade.

      Valerio follows us out, his face grim. “We need to get the fuck out of here before someone comes sniffing around.”

      “The girls,” I blurt, the words coming out rough and breathless. “What about those girls?”

      Valerio turns his head toward me, and the look he gives me makes something twist uncomfortably in my chest. “Samuel took care of them while you were acting like a damn psycho,” he states. “Now, let’s go.”

      I nod automatically, still trying to process everything. The warehouse, the men, the blood—it all feels like a nightmare I can’t wake up from. As we make our way back to the car, the weight of what just happened settles deeper into my bones.

      Something about tonight crossed a line. Not the killing—that line disappeared years ago. No, what unsettles me is something else entirely. The way it happened.

      After the chaos at the docks, we drive through the dark, rain-slicked streets. We’re heading to The King—one of our clubs—where Max is waiting. The city blurs past, the lights shimmering through the windows.

      Then Valerio finally breaks the silence. “What the hell was that back there?” he asks. “You turned into a fucking demon.”

      “I don’t—” I swallow. I don’t even know what the hell happened. All I know is that I saw her—my kitten—in their place, scared and helpless, and something in me snapped. “What they did was wrong.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” he mutters, “but a simple shot to the chest would’ve been sufficient. You can’t just—” he gestures vaguely to the blood drying on my hands “—pulverize people like that.”

      “I know.” I don’t, really. My hands are still trembling, still hot, like the blood is seeping into my bones. “I know.”

      Valerio tosses a damp cloth at my chest. “Clean up. Try looking less like a goddamn crime scene before Max kills you.”

      With mechanical movements, I wipe the blood from my hands, my arms, my face. The car falls silent again, the only sound the hum of the engine and the rhythmic thud of rain against the windshield.

      My mind keeps looping back, back to the violence, back to the raw, ugly thing that tore out of me. It’s been years since I let that part of myself crawl to the surface. Long enough that I convinced myself I had it contained. Long enough that I forgot how intoxicating it was. How easy.

      How much of a monster I could be.

      By the time we pull up to the club, I’ve almost convinced myself I can switch it off. The bouncer nods us through. Inside, bass pounds through the floor, the air thick with sweat, perfume, and bad decisions. It grates on my nerves.

      We don’t make it to Max’s office before running into Volkov and her son. Nikolai is standing half a step ahead of her, like she needs protection, which is hilarious because she looks like she could tear out someone’s spine and use it as a walking stick.

      “What’s this I hear about Max making deals with Thompson?”

      “I have no idea what you mean, Olga,” Valerio says.

      She doesn’t buy it. “Take me to him.”

      Nikolai raises his gun, aiming straight at Valerio’s chest. Valerio gives it a bored glance before meeting her eyes again. “Of course, Olga,” he hums, stepping aside with a sweeping motion. “After you.”

      Inside the backroom, Max is lounging behind his desk like he owns the world, which, unfortunately, he does. Volkov sits across from him, posture regal, eyes full of knives.

      “I want in,” she says, no preamble. “Whatever you’re scheming with Thompson, I want my cut.”

      Max barely acknowledges her. Instead, his gaze lands on me, and there’s something in his expression—judgment, irritation, maybe even disgust.

      “The fuck happened to you?”

      Valerio waves a hand. “Ran into Chadwick’s men. Fratellino here got a bit... enthusiastic.”

      Max’s gaze narrows, his eyes hardening. “How many times do I have to tell you? Control that damn temper of yours, you stunted idiot.”

      I nod, biting the inside of my cheek.

      Max moves on, dismissing me like a bad test result. “Now, Olga, you were saying?”

      She leans forward. “You’re squeezing Marcus for his company. I want a stake in that.”

      Max’s lips curl. “That so?”

      “I’ll give you one chance to cut me in willingly.” Her gaze flicks down, something almost predatory in her expression. “You should know by now—I always get what I want.”

      Max goes still. It’s subtle, but it’s there. Which means whatever the hell they had in the past still haunts him. And now I must live with the knowledge that Max and Volkov used to fuck.

      I resist the overwhelming urge to bleach my brain.

      “You can’t just waltz into my territory and demand whatever you want,” Max says. “I’ve got the one thing Marcus would burn his entire empire to get back.”

      Volkov narrows her eyes, her lips curling into a sneer. “And what might that be again?”

      Max grins, all teeth. “His baby sister, of course.”

      Volkov’s expression hardens, and she leans in closer, her eyes never leaving Max’s. “How about we take your negotiating chip from you?”

      I step forward before I know I’m moving. “You’re not laying a damn finger on her,” I blurt out abruptly. The suddenness of my outburst surprises me as much as it does everyone else in the room.

      Valerio groans. “Fratellino. Not now,” he mutters.

      “You’re not taking her,” I repeat.

      Max ignores us and turns back to Volkov. “So anyway,” he says, his tone business-like. “What do you bring to the table in exchange for the girl, Olga?”

      Volkov smirks, a cold, calculating expression that sends a shiver down my spine. Without another word, she and Max move into a side room to discuss further, leaving the rest of us to stew in the tension.

      Samuel leans against the wall like he’s watching a soap opera. Valerio stands next to me, visibly irritated. I make a move to follow Max, but Valerio grabs my shoulder and yanks me back.

      “Don’t be a fucking idiot,” he hisses. “I don’t want Volkov taking her either, but you can’t just blow up negotiations. You’ll make it worse.”

      “Touch me again,” I snap, my voice sharp, “and I swear I’ll break your fucking fingers one by one.”

      Valerio scowls. “Jesus man, chill. What’s your malfunction?”

      “You. Touching her. Breathing near her. Existing in the same fucking zip code as her.”

      Valerio tilts his head. “Are we really still on that?”

      “I should’ve killed you the second you laid hands on her,” I mutter.

      He plants himself in front of me like he thinks that’ll do anything. “You need to get over it,” he says with maddening calm. “She was enjoying herself. You saw it.”

      “You were manipulating her,” I shoot back.

      “Oh, give me a fucking break,” he scoffs. “Why are you acting like she’s your damn girlfriend?”

      My jaw clenches. She isn’t. Not officially. Not out loud. But she’s still mine. That’s not a feeling—it’s a fact.

      Nikolai darts his eyes between the two of us. “The hell did I walk in on?”

      Without hesitation, Samuel whips out his gun and presses it to Nikolai’s temple. “Why don’t you take a walk, Nik?”

      Nikolai grumbles something unintelligible before reluctantly leaving the room. Smart man.

      Valerio watches him go, then turns back to me slowly, eyes narrowing. “I’ve never seen you like this, Fratellino,” he says. “You’re usually so damn cold and robotic. But now you’re all… twitchy.”

      “Then stop staring,” I mutter.

      Samuel chuckles. “What’s the matter? Having a little software malfunction? It’s cute, though. Freaky as hell, but cute.”

      The urge to hit him is almost overpowering, but I manage to contain myself. The last thing I need right now is to make a scene, even though I’m dying to break something—preferably his face.

      Valerio’s still staring, like something’s finally clicking in his tiny brain. “No fucking way…” he says slowly, like he’s putting together a puzzle. “You’re not pissed because I kissed your toy. You’re in love with her.”

      I blink once. That’s all he needs.

      He bursts out laughing, loud and sharp and disbelieving. “Holy shit. Are you serious?”

      I don’t respond. The truth is, I don’t even know what the hell I’m feeling. Everything is so damn confusing right now, and none of it fits neatly into the boxes I rely on to function.

      Valerio shakes his head. “I never realized you could feel something, let alone love someone.”

      “I’m not in love with anyone,” I force out, but it sounds fake even to me.

      “Sure, sure,” he says, smirking. “Keep telling yourself that, Fratellino. Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

      I scoff.

      In love.

      Is that what this is?

      The idea feels foreign, something I never thought possible for someone like me. It’s not logical—not in the slightest—but somehow, she’s stuck in my head. When I think about her, there’s this need. This violent, aching hunger for her that I can’t shake, no matter how hard I try.

      That can’t be love, right? That’s obsession, possession.

      But maybe that’s all I’m capable of.

      “Look at him, all caught up in his love drama,” Samuel taunts. “So, when is the wedding? I’m sure you’re planning on tying the knot, you know, with this once-in-a-blue-moon event.”

      “Shut up.” My fists clench so tightly my knuckles go white. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. You don’t know what it’s like to feel this... this...”

      “Love?” Valerio interrupts, his tone mocking. “Damn, you’re a weirdo.”

      I glare at him, my heart pounding in my chest. I want to deny it, to shout him down, but the words stick in my throat. Even if—and I mean if—I’m finding myself falling in love with her, she would never give me the bloody time of day.

      Especially not after last night.

      “In all seriousness, Fratellino, I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Valerio says.

      I look up at him.

      “She doesn’t seem that into you,” he continues, a smug smile forming on his lips. “Barely tolerates you, honestly. If anything, I’d say she’s far more interested in me.”

      The red that flashes behind my eyes is instant. Pure. Dangerous. But before I can react, Samuel jumps in, laughing.

      “Only because she hasn’t spent enough time with me,” he says, jabbing Valerio between his ribs. “I could definitely sweep her off her feet with my charm.”

      “No chance,” Valerio chuckles, bumping him back. “Even you have to admit, there truly is a spark between us. We had a… moment, her and me.”

      I want to smash their teeth in. It’s all I can think about—how fucking wrong they are, how delusional they are to think they have anything with her. And yet, deep down, the fear creeps in like a whisper: what if Valerio isn’t entirely wrong?

      Their banter continues, but I’m not really listening anymore. With every word, my anger flares hotter. I can feel something burning inside me, a green-eyed monster ready to snap their necks.

      I’m the one who’s spent hours watching her—breathing, writing, eating, fighting. I know the exact second her walls start to crack, when she finally snaps and yells back. I know her patterns, her tells, which foods she likes most. And they think they know her?

      Please.

      “Admit it, Fratellino,” Samuel says, turning his attention back to me. “She’s just out of your league. Olivia would never fall for a deranged psychopath.”

      That’s it. Something inside me snaps, and before I can stop myself, I grab Samuel by the collar, yanking him forward. “Say that again,” I growl. “I dare you.”

      His eyes go wide, but he quickly regains his composure. “Touchy, touchy,” he mutters, but there’s a hint of nervousness in his eyes. “Guess I struck a nerve. This is exactly why Max didn’t trust you to bring her back after she⁠—”

      “Shut your useless trap, Sam,” Valerio cuts in.

      I glance between them, at the weird expression on their faces. “What do you mean, ‘bring her back?’”

      Samuel squirms in my grip. “Nothing. I meant it… figuratively?”

      I slam him back against the wall. “Try again.”

      He struggles, choking a little, until I lean in. “You better start talking, or I’ll make sure you never talk again. After. She. What?”

      Valerio holds up his hands, sighing. “Alright. Alright. She escaped, okay? Last night. That’s all.”

      My blood turns to ice. “She what?”

      Valerio nods. “Apparently, she swiped a keycard from a guard and slipped out with that guy, Stan. We wouldn’t even have known if not for the cameras. Max was losing his shit. Sam and I went to get her back this morning before Volkov’s men could get their hands on her.”

      She left me?

      That’s why she didn’t touch her breakfast this morning, why her coffee sat cold, why she wasn’t at dinner tonight.

      She left me. Like I was nothing.

      And it hurts. Why does it hurt?

      “Why didn’t I know about this?” I demand.

      “Max didn’t want you getting all… invested,” Valerio shrugs. “Said you’d only make a mess.” He flicks his gaze toward Samuel, grinning slyly. “Besides, you should’ve seen her. She was a wreck. All bleeding and⁠—”

      “Bleeding?”

      “Bullet wound. Right through her calf.”

      I tighten my fist in Samuel’s shirt and shove him away. “Where is she?” I growl.

      Valerio swallows again, even heavier this time. “She’s… in her room. Yeah. In her room. But Max said you’re not allowed near her. Said he’d kill you himself.”

      A low, humorless laugh slips from my throat. She ran from me. She got shot and bled on some godforsaken street because she couldn’t stand to be near me for another second.

      I should’ve chained her down. Should’ve locked the goddamn door. I was gentle. I tried to be good. And this is what I get? No. I won’t allow it. Not ever.

      You can run all you want, my little kitten, but you can’t outrun me.

      The door to the office creaks open, and I shove Valerio aside just as Max and Volkov stride in. Volkov’s icy gaze sweeps the room, her lips pressed into an unreadable line. Max trails behind, smug as ever.

      Volkov’s stare lands on him. “You’ve got two weeks.” Then she turns and vanishes.

      Valerio rubs his throat. “Two weeks for what?”

      Max glances at us, a dark smile curling his lips. “They have Matteo Thompson.”
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      “Welcome to your new accommodation.”

      Silver Chadwick grins widely as he leads me into a room. Meanwhile, his gaze drags from the top of my head to my bare, bloodstained feet. Two of his thugs have their filthy hands on my elbows, pushing me inside before tossing me into this miserable excuse for a room.

      Cold, damp stone presses against my skin as I stumble forward, barely keeping myself from face-planting straight onto the ground. It’s not a graceful landing by any means—more like a pathetic sprawl—but I manage to avoid completely eating dirt.

      While I gather myself into something resembling a kneeling position, Chadwick crouches down before me, gripping my chin between his index finger and thumb. “I hope you’re comfortable,” he murmurs. “You’ll be staying in here for a while.”

      “Lovely. I’ve always wanted to die in a shoebox.” The words tumble out before I can stop them, though my voice sounds small.

      Chadwick’s smile doesn’t falter, but his grip tightens, his nails digging into my cheeks. “From now on, you don’t get to speak unless I give you permission,” he hisses. “Do you understand that?”

      “Or what?”

      The slap comes fast and sudden. Open palm, sharp sting, my head snapping sideways. My cheek burns where he hit me, but I don’t flinch.

      “Let me remind you again,” he snarls, grabbing me by the throat. “You. Don’t. Speak. Next time you so much as think about running your mouth, I sincerely hope you’ll reevaluate that thought.”

      Then he releases me with a shove and strides out, slamming the heavy metal door behind him.

      I look around, squinting in the dim, artificial light filtering through the slats of a small, filthy window, and I realize that “cell” might be too generous for this place. It’s barely a box, with the walls close enough to touch if I stretch out my arms. No bed, no blanket, not even a damn bucket for the inevitable.

      Just me—stripped down to my underwear, if I might add—with my torn leg and the lingering humiliation of failure.

      Bastards even took my grandfather’s watch.

      I clutch my leg, feeling the slick warmth of blood that hasn’t stopped seeping since they dragged me here. Naturally, nobody thought to patch me up. Why waste resources when you can watch me leak all over the floor?

      Leaning my head back against the damp wall, I try to focus on anything but the pain. It doesn’t work. My leg screams louder with every passing second, the blood loss making me lightheaded. I close my eyes, willing the nausea to stay where it is. But the darkness behind my eyelids is worse, alive with images I can’t seem to shake.

      Stan. Motionless. Empty-eyed.

      I can’t cry. I won’t cry. Crying won’t bring him back. Won’t get me out of here. Won’t stop Chadwick from leering like he just won a prize.

      Time drags on, stretching into something unholy and endless. There’s no clock, no natural light to mark the hours, only the relentless drip of water leaking from somewhere above. I try to count the drips, to focus on their rhythm, but even they betray me.

      Memories flash by. Marcus’s gravel-rough voice, Matteo’s terrible jokes, Hugo’s rare but sincere smile. They were my constants, my reality. Now, they feel like something out of a dream—faint, fading, and unreachable.

      And then⁠—

      Enzo.

      The thought of him stabs deeper than the wound in my leg.

      Would he come? Would he look?

      Some desperate and stupid thought rises in me—just for a second—that maybe he’s out there, tearing the city apart, looking for me. But then Valerio’s words slam in hard, smooth and indifferent; “Hate to disappoint, but he’s locked himself in his room since you bolted. Said he wanted nothing to do with you or bringing you back. Guess he’s finally done with your bullshit.”

      Done.

      The word rings in my skull, louder than the drip. Done with me. Done with saving me. Done with us—whatever the hell “us” ever meant.

      Done. Done. Done.

      I swallow the noise that rises in my throat. Not a sob. Not a scream. Just silence, stretched thin and dangerous.

      Because he’s not coming.

      No one is.

      The ache in my leg is worse now, a steady throb that dulls and sharpens in waves. I press a hand to the sticky warmth, vaguely wondering if Chadwick even cares whether I make it out of here alive.

      Probably not. He doesn’t need me breathing—just needs Marcus to think I am. Maybe he expects me to cry, to scream for mercy, but if that’s the case, he’ll be waiting a long damn time. If he wants a fucking show, he can come and watch me rot himself.

      Eventually, my body betrays me. My eyelids grow heavy, my limbs slumping, my throat dry as a bone. My muscles scream for relief, to let go, to give in. But that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? Just lying here, waiting for oblivion to take me.

      After hours of sitting and waiting, exhaustion wins anyway. My body folds in on itself, sinking into a hollow, uneasy slumber that barely takes the edge off the pain.

      Fly away, little bird.

      It’ll be alright.
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            Marcus

          

        

      

    

    
      This night refuses to end. It stretches itself, minute after minute, sliding past like a slow execution I can’t stop. I sit alone in my study with only a single lamp burning beside me. My head is pounding like a goddamn drum, each throb a sharp jab that sends waves of pain down my neck.

      It’s been two days.

      Two fucking days since Matteo vanished into Volkov’s claws, since she made damn sure I understood exactly how serious she was by sending me his finger. I can still see it if I close my eyes, the way the skin looked wrong once it was no longer attached to a body.

      Another family member gone.

      I take a deep breath, trying to steady my thoughts. Maximilian Rossi is one thing—a predictable, cocky bastard with his own twisted code. At least he probably won’t hurt Olivia… that much.

      But Volkov? Volkov is a whole different breed of monster. She’s as unpredictable as a bloody demon. She’s a ruthless, cold-hearted bitch who doesn’t give a damn about anything but her twisted sense of control.

      I stare out the window, lost in thought, my eyes tracing the landscape outside that looks deceptively calm under the cloak of darkness. It’s late, the kind of late where even the night owls are thinking about calling it a day. But sleep is a luxury I can’t afford. Not with Olivia and Matteo out there, somewhere, and me stuck here, feeling like I’ve already failed them.

      Volkov told me to visit her when I’m “ready to talk.”

      Translation: walk into my territory so I can kill you slowly and enjoy every second of it.

      It’s a trap so obvious it’s insulting, and yet I know I’ll still go when the time comes.

      My fist slams into the desk before I realize I’ve moved. “Fuck,” I growl aloud. My eyes fall on the photograph on my desk, a family portrait taken years ago. We were happy then, or at least we pretended to be. What a colossal lie that was.

      In a fit, I grab it and hurl it across the room, watching it shatter against the wall. Glass splinters fly everywhere. Perfect. That’s us now—scattered fragments that’ll never fit together again.

      My father: dead.

      Mother: dead—by my own hand.

      Matteo: missing.

      Olivia: taken.

      And me?

      I’m the idiot left behind to clean up the wreckage of my own making.

      I pour myself a whisky from the cabinet, but the burn is doing next to nothing to dull the edges. I tried to warn Matteo, told him to stay away, told him this would end badly. Now look at him—one finger down, probably a damn sight worse wherever he’s being kept.

      I shove the empty glass aside, swearing as the relentless throb behind my eyes seems to intensify. My mother’s funeral flashes back at me. All she got was a lonely grave next to my father’s, a single white rose, and one tear from me that I’m not even sure was real. She didn’t deserve more than that, not after everything she put us through.

      I’m about to reach for my drawer for a quick snort of coke when the door slams open.

      “Daddy!”

      I turn to see Martin barreling into the room wearing his Spider-Man pajamas and dragging his stuffed lion behind him. Before I can even process what the hell he’s still awake, he’s crashing into my leg and wrapping his little arms around me.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, bending down and scooping him up. “What are you doing up, Peanut? It’s the middle of the damn night.”

      Martin looks up at me with those big eyes of his, and it’s like staring at a younger version of myself. “I couldn’t sleep, Daddy. I had a bad dream.”

      “Did you now?” I hold him close against me, ruffling his hair. “It’s okay, buddy. I’ll protect you.”

      He goes quiet for a moment, then pulls back just enough to look at me. “Are you sad, Daddy?”

      I try to smile, which ends up more like a grimace. “I’m okay.”

      “I love you,” he murmurs.

      Before I can respond, Hugo walks in, looking around like a damn sheep.

      “I told everyone I wanted to be left the hell alone,” I snap. “And why is he out of bed?”

      Hugo crosses his arms, unimpressed. “Because you’re his father,” he says flatly. “And because he loves you. Maybe try remembering that before you scare him away, too.”

      I exhale slowly, the fight draining out of me. “Alright,” I mutter. “Alright. Let’s get you back to bed, little man.”

      Martin’s grip tightens around my neck as I carry him across the room.

      “You need to stop locking yourself away,” Hugo growls, blocking the doorway like a brick wall. “Your son, your wife, hell, the whole damn crew needs you. You can’t keep barricading yourself in this cave like some wounded animal.”

      I sigh, trying to push past him, but he doesn’t budge. “I don’t need your bloody lecture right now, Hugo. What the hell am I supposed to do, huh? Knit fucking scarves and pretend everything’s peachy?”

      He steps closer, sounding more desperate and hysterical by the second. “You need to spend time with Annabeth. And with this little guy. Because you never know how much time you have left with the people around you⁠—”

      His voice cracks right there, ugly and raw, and I freeze. Hugo doesn’t break. He doesn’t cry. But now his eyes are glassy, his breathing uneven, and suddenly this isn’t about me hiding in my study or snapping at shadows. This is about a brother he couldn’t save. And I can’t bear to see him like this. I can’t bear to see any of my family members like this.

      Nathalie hasn’t stopped crying since she heard Matteo was gone. She broke loose from her abusive family, stormed into Matteo’s bedroom, and curled into a ball between the sheets. The only evidence that she’s still alive in there is the occasional sight of leftover food she places outside the room.

      I put Martin down gently, and before I can think twice, I reach for Hugo, pulling him into a hard, awkward hug that probably looks ridiculous to anyone watching. Neither of us is built for this shit. He stiffens at first, caught off guard, but then he gives in, his arms wrapping around me like he’s been holding back for too long.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I murmur. “We’ll get him back.”

      Hugo pulls away, eyes red-rimmed, expression wrecked in a way I’ve never seen before. “I miss him, Marcus,” he says hoarsely. “I fucking miss my brother. All I hear is his stupid voice cracking jokes when everything was already going to hell.”

      “I know,” I say, my voice rough. “We’ll get him back. I promise.”

      Martin, apparently deciding this is now a group activity, starts climbing both of us until he’s nestled snugly between us. He looks up at us with those big, hopeful eyes, completely oblivious to the shitstorm we’re all drowning in.

      “Daddy,” he says seriously, “did you know Auntie Olive said she’ll teach me how to throw knives like you?”

      I chuckle. “Did she now? Well, we’ll have to make sure she keeps that promise, won’t we?”

      “I’ll teach Addie too,” he announces proudly.

      Hugo’s face darkens at Olivia’s name. “Max promised he’d release her,” he mutters. “Said he’d set her free after… but now that Matteo’s gone, I doubt that’s gonna happen.”

      I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “Yeah, well, Max’s promises are worth about as much as an empty casket right now,” I say bitterly. “I don’t know what the hell we’re gonna do. I have no freaking idea anymore.”

      We fall into a heavy silence.

      “Why is Daddy crying?” Martin asks. “Are we gonna get Uncle Matteo?”

      I hug him tighter, feeling the sting of tears I refuse to shed. “Yeah, Peanut,” I say softly. “We’re gonna find him. And we’re gonna bring him home.”

      “Damn right we are,” Hugo grumbles. “Only question is—how?”

      “No idea. Every plan I come up with seems to go to shit.”

      Before Hugo can respond, the door opens, and Annabeth walks in. She looks at the three of us, a soft smile playing on her lips. “Well, isn’t this a cozy little moment?” she says. “I should take a picture before you all pretend this never happened.”

      “Hey, don’t you start,” I grumble. “I was having a serious conversation with these two knuckleheads.”

      “Oh, I’m sure, love,” she laughs, moving closer. “But maybe you need some rest from all this… seriousness.”

      “Says the woman who married this grumpy old bastard,” Hugo smirks, jerking his thumb at me.

      “Watch it, arsehole,” I warn, though there’s no real heat in my voice. “I’m not old. And I can still kick your arse if I need to.”

      Martin giggles against my shoulder, burying his face into my neck.

      Annabeth walks over and joins us, glancing at Hugo. “You should get some sleep,” she says, turning to me. “Both of you.”

      “And here I thought we’d have a slumber party,” Hugo quips.

      Martin perks up immediately. “Slumber party?”

      “Maybe next time,” Annabeth murmurs, smoothing his hair. “Tonight, you’ll sleep with Uncle Arsehole, okay?”

      Hugo gives her a soft shove, rolling his eyes. “Oh, sure, why don’t I play the parent? He’s your kid, you know? Why can’t you look after him?”

      “Because Marcus and I have… plans,” she says, kissing me on the cheek. “And stop acting like you don’t adore him.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he mutters. “I guess it’s nice having a little teddy bear around. Keeps the nightmares away.”

      I watch this exchange, feeling a strange mixture of irritation and affection. I’m not good with these emotional moments, but damn it, seeing my family together—even in the middle of this shitstorm—gives me hope.

      “Alright, enough of this sappy crap,” I say. “Let’s figure out our next move in the morning. No more bullshit.”

      Hugo nods, determination hardening his features. “Right. No more bullshit.”

      Then, the sharp chime of my computer cuts through the stillness, making me wince. I shift Martin off my shoulders and into Hugo’s waiting arms. No one calls me at this hour unless it’s bad news, and I’ve had more than my fair share of that lately.

      Annabeth looks at me, her brow creased with concern. “Marcus?”

      “Probably just business,” I mutter, heading toward my desk.

      “Business?” Hugo echoes. “At this time of night?”

      “Maybe not,” I say when I see the caller ID: Silver Chadwick. Just seeing his name makes my jaw tighten. “Don’t worry, I’ll handle it. You two get out of here.”

      “Like hell we will,” Hugo shoots back, leaning over my shoulder. “If it’s Chadwick, then it’s not just business. And don’t give me that ‘stay out of it’ crap. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Fine,” I murmur. “Stand there and be useless if you want. Just keep your gob shut.” I glance at Annabeth, hoping she’ll take the hint and leave, but she’s already settling Martin onto the sofa before joining us.

      “I’m not going anywhere either,” she says firmly.

      For the love of⁠—

      “Alright, fine,” I mutter, scrubbing a hand down my face. “But if either of you so much as breathes too loudly, I’ll⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Hugo interrupts, waving me off. “Get on with it, Grumpy.”

      I ignore him and hit the accept button, the screen flickering for a moment before Silver Chadwick’s face appears. He’s lounging in some plush leather chair, dressed in a tailored suit. His hair is slicked back, every strand in place, and his grin is the kind of thing that makes you want to punch it clean off his face.

      “Marcus,” he greets, his tone as smooth as velvet. “How lovely to see you. And here I thought you might ignore my call. That would’ve been such a shame.”

      “Chadwick,” I reply curtly. “What the hell do you want?”

      He chuckles, the sound low and infuriatingly self-satisfied. “Straight to the point, as always. I do admire that about you. No pleasantries, no small talk. Just business.” His gaze flicks past me, and I know he’s noticed Annabeth and Hugo. “Ah, I see you’ve brought the family. How charming. A real Thompson gathering. Warms the heart, doesn’t it?”

      “Focus,” I growl. “You called me, so say whatever it is you’re here to say and stop wasting my time.”

      “Patience, Marcus,” he says, drawing out my name like it’s a joke. “You always were so impatient. That’s part of the problem with you, isn’t it? Always rushing in, always reacting. Never stopping to consider the bigger picture.”

      “Do I look like I’m in the mood for your monologues?” I snap, my fingers gripping the edge of the desk. “Spit it out.”

      “Oh, but where’s the fun in that?” Chadwick leans back. “You see, I’ve had quite the interesting few days. The balance of power has shifted, and I find myself in a rather… advantageous position.”

      “Get to the bloody point,” Hugo cuts in, stepping closer to the screen. “If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

      Chadwick raises an eyebrow, clearly amused. “Ah, Hugo. I’m surprised Marcus lets you stick around, given your… temperament. Last time I checked, you still owe me a few dozen men after our last encounter. But I digress.” He turns his attention back to me. “I called because I wanted you to hear this from me personally. Consider it a courtesy.”

      “Courtesy?” I repeat, my stomach twisting. Whatever he’s about to say, I know it’s not good. Chadwick doesn’t do courtesy. He is a fossil that’s highly trained in the art of manipulation, power plays, and gloating.

      “I’ve found something of yours,” he says slowly. “Someone, rather. A very special someone.”

      He waits for a beat, clearly enjoying my silence. Then he leans forward, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “I have your sister.”

      The screen flickers, and for a moment, I think it’s a glitch. But then it changes, and it’s not Chadwick I’m looking at anymore. It’s her.

      Olivia.

      My baby sister.

      She’s crumpled on the floor of a filthy cell. The lighting is dim, but I can see enough. Too much. She’s barely dressed, her wrists and ankles bound together, her body curled in on itself like she’s trying to disappear.

      “Olivia,” I whisper.

      “Touching, isn’t it?” The screen shifts again, Chadwick’s face reappearing, smug and triumphant. “Don’t worry. She’s safe… for now. But you see, Marcus, the game has changed. I’m pulling the strings now, and if you want her back, well…” He trails off, spreading his hands in a gesture of mock helplessness.

      “If you so much as touch her—” I begin, but he cuts me off with a laugh.

      “Relax. I have no intention of harming her. Not yet, anyway. But her fate is entirely in your hands now. You’ll be hearing from my men shortly. They’ll have… terms for you to consider. Do try to be cooperative, won’t you? I’d hate for anything to happen to your dear sister because of your stubbornness.”

      The screen goes black before I can respond, leaving me staring at my own reflection. My pulse is pounding, my mind spinning with a thousand different thoughts, but one thing is clear.

      Chadwick has Olivia.

      And I will kill him for it.
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      The second we get back to The Palazzo, I don’t even wait for the front door to shut behind me. I’m already moving. Down the corridor. Past the guards. Past Samuel, who’s mumbling something half-hearted in my direction. I don’t care.

      She left me.

      She bled. She ran. And no one fucking told me.

      And now they say she’s back. Back under my roof. Back in my territory. Like she thinks she can disappear, bleed out somewhere in the city, crawl back in one piece, and… exist again without consequences.

      No.

      Absolutely fucking not.

      I reach her hallway and don’t bother with decorum. I slam my fist into her door, once, twice, then a third time, hard enough to rattle the hinges.

      “Open the door,” I bark, voice sharp, feral.

      Silence.

      I don’t wait for permission. I twist the knob and shove the door open to a room of chaos. Her bed is a mess, the sheets half-draped on the floor. Her closet is open, clothes spilling out in tangled heaps. This feels wrong. She’s messy, sure, but her mess has its own logic to it—controlled chaos. This isn’t that. This is something worse.

      My anger falters, stutters.

      Where the fuck is she?

      She was mine. I fed her. Protected her. And this is how she repays me? By vanishing up into smoke?

      I stalk further in and find her roommate, Sasha, slumped on her bed, head tilted back, pupils blown wide. She looks half-dead, smells like vodka and whatever chemical cocktail she’s rotting her brain with.

      “Where is she?” I growl.

      She lifts her head like it weighs a thousand pounds, then blinks at me slowly. “…Who?”

      I cross the room in two strides, looming over her. “Don’t play fucking stupid. Where’s Olivia?”

      Her glassy stare slides toward the door. “She’s… gone?”

      “Gone where?” I demand.

      Sasha giggles, then shrugs. “Dunno.”

      I nearly slam my fist through the wall. “When’s the last time you saw her?”

      Sasha blinks again. “I dunno. A while ago.”

      “What do you mean?” I snap, stepping closer. “How long has she been gone?”

      She shrugs, her mouth slack. “Days. Weeks. Time’s… weird.”

      I shake my head and turn away. My heart’s hammering in my chest now, louder with every second that passes. She’s not here. She’s gone.

      Behind me, Sasha moves closer. “You’re so… tense,” she purrs, her fingers slithering around my bicep. “I could help you unwind.”

      Her touch crawls over my skin, unwelcome and revolting. Her hand slips to my chest, then lower. When her lips ghost over my neck, I snap.

      “Get off me,” I growl.

      She giggles, reaching for my belt. “Don’t be like that… We could help each other out⁠—”

      Hell no.

      I grab her wrist, my grip tight enough to make her wince. “I said. Get. Off.”

      She stares at me like she can’t compute rejection, then stumbles backward, muttering before collapsing onto the bed.

      My skin crawls where she touched me—wrong, all wrong. I don’t let people touch me. Not anymore. Not unless it’s her.

      I shake off the lingering disgust and turn on my heel, storming out of the room. Where the hell could she have gone? She doesn’t just vanish. She’s not stupid. She knows how dangerous it is out there, especially for someone like her.

      But she’s also reckless. And angry.

      My phone buzzes. I snatch it out, ready to snap—and then the name flashes across the screen.

      Marcus.

      I answer. “What⁠—”

      “You lying piece of shit!”

      I stop cold.

      “You told me my sister was safe with you,” Marcus growls. “You fucking promised me you’d take care of her!”

      “I—” My heart skips a beat. “She is safe.”

      I hope.

      “Really?” he spits. “Then why did I just receive a call from Chadwick? Telling me he has her?”

      The words hit me like a slap to the face.

      Chadwick?

      No. No, that’s not⁠—

      “She…” I stumble. “I thought she’d come back. I thought she⁠—”

      “You thought wrong!” Marcus interrupts. “I’ll take it from here. And let me tell you, if anything—anything—happened to her, I swear I’ll kill you myself. I’ll carve out your fucking heart and make you watch.”

      The line goes dead, and all I can do is stare at the screen.

      Chadwick has her.

      She’s gone. Taken. Ripped from me. And they all knew.

      Max. Valerio. Samuel. They knew. And they left me in the dark while he took her for himself, and now⁠—

      No. No, fuck that. She’s mine. Mine.

      I’m already moving, boots pounding down the hall to the living room. Samuel is the first thing I see, slouched on the couch with a cigarette dangling from his lips. He doesn’t even get a chance to look confused before I grab his collar and haul him up. The cigarette drops to the floor, burning a tiny hole in the overpriced carpet.

      “You knew,” I hiss.

      Samuel blinks at me. “The fuck are you talking about, you psycho?”

      “Olivia,” I snarl, shaking him hard enough his head snaps back. “Where is she?”

      “Jeez, man, I don’t know,” he protests. “What’s gotten into you? You’re acting like a psycho.”

      “I’ll show you psycho,” I growl through gritted teeth.

      I drag him across the room to the kitchen counter, yank open a drawer, and grab the first thing I see—a bread knife. I slam Samuel’s hand onto the countertop and press the knife against his wrist, the sharp edge biting into his skin just enough to draw a thin line of blood.

      “I’ll ask you one more time,” I say. “Where. Is. She?”

      “Stop it! You crazy fuck!” Samuel sputters in my grip, but he’s too damn weak to do anything against me. Footsteps echo behind me, and I whirl around to see Valerio stepping into the room.

      “Are you out of your goddamn mind?” Valerio exclaims. “Let him go.”

      I shove Samuel back and round on Valerio instead. “You knew,” I snarl, chest heaving. “You knew, and you didn’t tell me.”

      Valerio exhales like he’s the one exhausted, like I’m the problem. But I see it—the way he braces himself before speaking. Like he knows the minute he opens his mouth, I might put a Valerio-shaped hole through the wall.

      “Fine, you want the truth?” he mutters. “Olivia’s gone.”

      “Yes, I got that part. Where?”

      He hesitates. One second. Two. “We were ambushed, okay?” he admits. “We found her after she ran off. We got her into the van and were bringing her back when Chadwick’s men intercepted us. They took her.”

      I feel the air leave my lungs, my vision narrowing. “You let them take her?”

      “We didn’t let them,” Valerio snaps. “There were three cars. They boxed us in before we even realized what was happening. I blacked out for a minute, and when I came to, she was already gone.”

      “They didn’t even bother finishing us,” Samuel mutters bitterly. “Apparently, she was all they wanted.”

      I rake both hands through my hair and pace. “So, you just handed her over?”

      “It wasn’t like that⁠—”

      “No?” I whirl on Valerio again. “You didn’t let Chadwick outsmart you?”

      “He’s got resources. He planned it,” Valerio growls. “But for the record, we’ve been tearing this city apart trying to find her. That’s why we went to his warehouse tonight.”

      “And you didn’t think to—oh, I don’t know—tell me?”

      “And what? Have you burn the place down?” Valerio scoffs. “You would’ve lost your goddamn mind—like you’re doing right now. We needed you focused.”

      “Focused?” I laugh bitterly. “You lied to me. You made me think she was here, safe, while he—” My voice cuts off. I can’t say it. I won’t say what he might’ve done to her. Not out loud. It’ll break me.

      “We’ve been looking everywhere,” Valerio says, his voice rising. “Every warehouse, every club. We’re doing everything we can.”

      “Clearly not enough,” I snap, shoving past him.

      “Fratellino!” Valerio calls after me, but I don’t stop.

      I won’t stop. I won’t sleep. I’ll hunt through every inch of this city if I have to.  I don’t care how long it takes. Because she’s not gone, she’s mine.

      And I take care of what’s mine.
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      Consciousness claws its way back, leaving me ragged and disoriented. The first thing I notice is restraint. Manacles bite into my wrists and ankles, binding me to an unforgiving chair. I’m alone again, wrapped up like some deranged Christmas present.

      Meanwhile, my hand is throbbing with the constant reminder that it’s missing a finger. They didn’t even bandage it. No, no, wouldn’t want to deprive me of the sight of my own blood trickling down my wrist—real considerate, guys.

      Every time I wake, I hit the same loop: they pump me full of who-knows-what until I black out, then drag me back into consciousness for another round. Their goal? Extract information about Marcus and the Thompson empire. My goal? Be as unhelpful as humanly possible.

      So far, I’d say I’m winning.

      They’ve tried everything, too. Electrocution. Waterboarding. Even that weird thing with the bamboo sticks—what the hell was that about? Yet I’m still here, cracking jokes and pissing them off. Humor is armor, the one small weapon I have left to fend off the creeping madness.

      Just as I’m starting to enjoy my mental escape, the door creaks open, and in struts a massive piece of muscle and ink. I call him Guard Numero Uno, because he’s got that “I’m important because I wear a slightly different uniform” vibe. He saunters in like he owns the place, which I guess he does, considering I’m the one strapped to a chair.

      “Morning, stinky,” he sneers with a thick Russian accent, leaning in close enough so his coffee breath fills my nose. “Sleep well? Or was the chair too soft for your liking?”

      “Oh, it’s perfect, thanks,” I shoot back. “Think you could let me keep it when I walk out of here?”

      He scowls, clearly not a fan. “You’re not funny, you know that?”

      “Well, humor’s subjective.”

      His jaw tightens. “Cut the crap, Thompson. It’s been what, five days? Ready to talk this time?”

      “Oh, absolutely,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Let me just spill all my deepest, darkest secrets to you. What’s your name again? Mr. Stick-Up-His-Arse?”

      “Enough with the jokes, moron. We know you’ve got information about Marcus and his deal with Rossi. What did he arrange? And how will we get our fair share? Spill it, or things are going to get a hell of a lot worse for you.”

      “Worse?” I laugh bitterly. “What are you gonna do? Take away my favorite chair?”

      His patience snaps, and he motions to the other goons. They step forward, and that’s when I know the real fun begins. They start with the usual—punches, kicks, and the occasional slap, just for variety. But it’s not until they bring out the pliers that things get interesting. They grab my hand, the one already missing a digit, and start working on a fresh one.

      “You sure you won’t give us anything?” Guard Numero Uno taunts, sickly sweet.

      “Positive,” I grunt through gritted teeth. “You guys really need to work on your hospitality skills. Ever heard of customer service?”

      The first finger comes off with a sickening CRUNCH. The pain is excruciating, but I bite down hard, refusing to give them the satisfaction of hearing me scream.

      “Still nothing?” he says, sweat gleaming across his forehead.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I murmur. “But you’re not my type. I like my torturers with a bit more finesse.”

      His smile falters for a second, and I take a small, twisted pleasure in knowing I’ve annoyed him. But the satisfaction doesn’t last long because—oh look, there goes another finger.

      The pain is astronomical this time, an all-consuming fire that makes me grit my teeth so hard I swear I hear them crack.

      I try to focus on anything but the pain—the ceiling, the flickering lights, the weird water stain that looks like Elvis if you squint just right. The room feels like it’s getting smaller, the walls creeping in, crushing the air from my lungs.

      Guard Numero Uno steps back, wiping sweat from his brow. “You know, you’re making this harder than it needs to be. Just talk, and we can stop all this.”

      “Yeah, and then a unicorn might sprout out of my arse,” I retort, spitting a glob of blood onto the floor.

      He doesn’t like that answer, judging by the twitch in his eye. “Have it your way,” he snaps, and just like that, the goons kick it up a notch. One of them pulls out a blowtorch, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “What’s next? You gonna roast marshmallows on my feet?” I ask. “I prefer mine golden brown, by the way. Not charred.”

      They ignore me, which is probably for the best. The smell of burning flesh fills the room, and I grit my teeth, focusing on the mental image of my family, of my girlfriend Nathalie. It’s the only thing keeping me from slipping.

      When I think I can’t take any more, the door swings open with a dramatic flair. Enter Queen Bitch herself, Olga Volkov. Followed by her son. Nikolai.

      “Ah, Matteo,” she says, her voice rough and worn out. “Still playing hard to get, I see.”

      “What can I say?” I rasp, forcing a grin. “I aim to please.”

      “Charming, as always.” She steps forward, close enough that I can smell her nauseating perfume. “Marcus Thompson’s plans, Matteo. His deal with Rossi. Talk.”

      My voice is weak, but the grin never fades. “New suit, Olga? Very sharp. Though I have to admit, I preferred the magenta one. Really brought out the warm, nurturing undertones of your soul.”

      Nikolai snorts behind her, a sharp, uncontrolled sound, but she doesn’t bat an eyelash.

      “Always the comedian,” she mutters, glancing at her men. “Break him some more, will you? Make him suffer.”

      Nikolai’s gaze snaps to her, ice-cold and lethal, his body suddenly radiating authority. “Mother,” he says firmly, “enough.”

      She turns, eyes narrowing. “Excuse me?”

      He steps forward, putting himself slightly between her and me. “If Marcus Thompson discovers his cousin is being tortured under your roof,” he says evenly, “he won’t negotiate. He’ll come for blood. And you know it.”

      I blink.

      Nikolai Volkov standing up for me? That’s… new.

      Volkov studies him for a long moment, lips pressing into a thin, furious line. I can practically hear the power struggle crackling between them, mother and son, monster and monster-to-be.

      Finally, she clicks her tongue and waves a dismissive hand. “Fine. But you,” she says, stabbing a finger in Nikolai’s direction, “keep an eye on him. If he so much as twitches wrong⁠—”

      “He won’t,” Nikolai says, without looking at me.

      Then she’s gone, followed by Guard Numero Uno and the rest of her squad team, and suddenly it’s just me. And him.

      Nikolai doesn’t say a word at first. Just leans stiffly against the wall in his designer polo and black slacks, like he’s listening to his mother walk away, or maybe waiting for me to die from blood loss finally.

      We’ve only crossed paths a handful of times these last few years—mostly negotiation tables and near-miss bloodbaths—but he always left a strange aftertaste. Back then, I’d chalked it up to intimidation, but sitting here now, beaten to a pulp and pinned under his stare, I realize something I should’ve clocked earlier.

      Nikolai Volkov is… hot.

      Not just attractive. Not just handsome.

      Dangerously, inconveniently, terrifyingly hot.

      Even here, in a room that smells like rust, sweat, and misery, he looks like he stepped off the cover of some cold, brutal fashion magazine. White-blond hair swept back with not a single strand out of place. Sharp jaw, sharper cheekbones. His skin is pale, flawless, infuriatingly smooth, and those eyes—glacial blue, annoyed, lethal.

      Meanwhile, here I am. Covered in bruises and beaten half to death. My greatest accessory right now is the smell of sweat and misery.

      A groan slips out when I try to shift my weight. Loudly. Because even the smallest movement freaking hurts.

      His eyes widen immediately, and then he moves. He’s at my side in a blink, hands steady as he tilts my chin up, fingers brushing along my jaw in a shockingly careful motion. “You’re hurt,” he says, or states, I’m not sure.

      “Yeah, thanks to you and your lovely family. You people have a weird way of saying hello.”

      “They went too far,” he mutters in that perfect, icy Russian accent. “Idiots.”

      I blink at him, thrown off a bit. “Why does that sound like sympathy?”

      “It sounds like incompetence.”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” I whisper. “You look like you actually care about me.”

      He doesn’t respond. Instead, he vanishes through the door for two whole minutes, long enough for me to wonder if he left me for dead. But then he returns, this time with a towel, a compact medical kit, and a steel water bottle. He twists the cap off and wets a corner of the cloth.

      “Hold still,” he murmurs, tilting my chin up again.

      I obey. I’m too surprised not to.

      The damp cloth presses against my mouth, wiping away the dried blood with a precision that doesn’t match his dead-eyed expression.

      “You’re not as cold as you pretend, are you?” I murmur. “Careful. Next thing I know, you’ll be bringing me flowers.”

      “You’re disgusting to look at,” he says. “The blood ruins my view.”

      I grin, weak and stupid. “You say the sweetest things, Sunshine.”

      “Don’t call me that.” He doesn’t smile. But he doesn’t pull away either. He dabs the cut under my eye and wipes the dried streaks from my neck. “You’re such a mess.”

      I grin again, trying to hide the shiver that runs through me. “Really? I thought maybe I was growing on you.”

      “Yeah. Like mold.”

      “Ouch,” I say. “Is that how you flirt?”

      His gaze drops, and in one fluid movement, he kneels in front of me. His fingers skim my forearm before he pulls out a key and undoes the binds at my wrists and ankles.

      “Lift your hand.”

      I do. Or try to. My wrist feels like someone took a hammer to it. But my fingers are worse. Three are gone, and all that’s left of them are blunt, heavily bleeding stumps.

      He takes my hand in both of his and starts inspecting it, unbothered by the blood staining his skin. For a split second, I forget how much it hurts, but then his fingers press too close to the raw flesh, and white-hot fire lances up my arm so fast I wince.

      “This must hurt like hell,” he murmurs.

      “Yeah.” I try to smile. “Good thing they weren’t my favorite three.”

      He glances up at me through pale lashes, his mouth a perfect flat line. “You joke about this?”

      “I joke about everything.”

      “Does it help?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then why do it?”

      “Keeps people from crying in front of me,” I murmur, letting my gaze drift to his hands. One is still cradling my mangled palm, the other has moved to rest against my thigh. Warm. Solid. Unnecessary, and yet… not unwelcome? Weird.

      “I don’t cry,” he says flatly.

      “Yeah, figured.” I watch as he starts wrapping clean gauze around my palm. Each tug of fabric makes me want to scream, but each sweep of his thumb against my skin sends a different kind of ache rippling down my arm. His touch is clinical, sure, but the way he steadies each strip with his thumb, smoothing it flat against my skin, feels… indulgent.

      “So…” I manage when he finishes up, “is this your idea of foreplay? Because I’m gonna be honest—it’s not the worst I’ve had.”

      His gaze slides back to mine. “You talk too much.”

      “Only when I’m in pain,” I murmur, “or flirting.”

      His thumb brushes the edge of the new bandage when he raises one perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Which one is it this time?”

      “Why not both?” I whisper, because apparently, I like to live dangerously.

      For a second, I think he might roll his eyes. Then he speaks. “You shouldn’t flirt with people who could kill you in at least twenty different ways.”

      I lean forward an inch, closing the distance. “You shouldn’t touch people like that if you don’t want them to flirt.” I nod at his hand that’s crawled further up my thigh, nearly skimming my groin.

      He follows my gaze, as if he’s only now realizing what he’s doing. Instead of pulling away—as I expect—he smirks. A slow, devastating curl of his lips. “Maybe I don’t mind.”

      Shit.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have started jokingly flirting with Nikolai Volkov. Because of the way he’s looking at me right now, I’m starting to think he doesn’t take it as a joke.

      The flickering bulb above us suddenly feels too hot. I try to laugh it off weakly, but it comes out like a croak. “Careful, Sunshine,” I whisper hoarsely. “One more comment like that and I’m starting to think you’re into me or something.”

      He holds my stare for a long, unbearable beat. Then, finally, he pulls his hand back and rises to his feet, expression smoothing over into that familiar cold mask. “Try not to bleed out tonight,” he says, but the corner of his mouth twitches.

      And somehow, it makes all the pain feel a little less heavy.
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