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      From award-winning author E.M. Shue comes a dark, enemies-to-lovers mafia romance with a deadly heroine, a hitman with a code, and a love that could burn empires.

      Anatonia Lupo was raised to destroy the Morello family. But when the time came, she turned against the Bratva leader who forged her into a weapon and pledged her loyalty to the Morellos, leaving the assassin world behind.

      Vitaly Kuznetsov is a killer with three rules. Don’t harm women, children, or the innocent. But Anatonia is a Bratva-trained assassin with a brutal reputation and a kill list that includes men Vitaly swore to protect. He should end her. Instead, he’s drawn to her. She’s his match in every way.

      When Vitaly uncovers the truth about her past, his target becomes his cause. He’ll scorch the earth to protect her. And to save the man she’s fallen for, Anatonia will step out of the shadows and kill the monster who made her.

      Their love is as volatile as the world that shaped them and as deadly as the garrotes Anatonia once wielded without mercy. Born into violence and power, she was meant to rule. But she’ll destroy it all for love.
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      I barely recognize my reflection in the mirror. The woman staring back at me could be my mama—same icy blue eyes, same blond hair. For a moment, the sight sends a tremor through my stomach and a shake to my normally steady hands. I take a deep breath and shove the reaction down, just like I’ve done every day since she died. No heartache. No emotion. I’ve learned to bottle it up until it’s useful. I’ve pushed myself to become what I am now, not what she would’ve wanted me to be.

      A rueful smile graces my bright red lips. The makeup hides every tattoo on my arms. Too many of them he’d recognize, and I don’t want that until it’s too late. He can’t know it’s me, not until just before his eyes close forever.

      Shaggy bangs from my short blond bob wig fall into my eyes. My makeup is deliberately bold. Dramatic cat eye and thick lashes, every detail designed to captivate. The hair and makeup all say, “I’m ready for anything you want from me, big boy.” Exactly what I’m going for. But it’s the outfit that ties it all together. A black patent leather micromini, slitted high and riding low on my hips to show off my belly chain. A matching cropped tank top holds my C-cup breasts, pushing them up and out. The skirt leaves little to the imagination, and the top draws attention to my cleavage. Altogether, the ensemble declares I’m ready to play. They just won’t know what game I’m here to win.

      The chain wrapped around my body looks innocent and sexy, but its purpose is far more sinister. If things go wrong, I’ve got a blade and a 9mm tucked inside my thigh-high platform boots. When my handler personally requested me for this assignment, I didn’t hesitate. It was my chance to finally get revenge on another one of the men who raped my mother. The man who watched as she was murdered. The man who tortured me. The man climbing his way to be second-in-command of the Bratva.

      He won’t make it.

      This is personal.

      Looking around the hotel room I’m using for my cover, I double-check that I haven’t left any trace of my real identity. Satisfied, I leave the room, head down to the lobby, and step out onto the streets of Moscow. It’s been six years since I last stood in this city. Six years since I walked away from everything I knew to work for MI6. I’m stronger now, sharper. But I’m still the monster they created.

      I approach the club entrance, bypassing the line of people griping about me cutting in. But as I meet their eyes, they seem to sense the danger and quickly turn away. It’s eight o’clock, and as always, I’m promptly on time.

      The cool night air brushes my exposed skin, raising a fine coat of goose pimples all over my body, but I don’t feel the chill due to the adrenaline pumping through my system. Maybe I’m sick in the head if this is what I crave, but it’s all I know.

      The bouncer tips his head, granting me entrance. I hold my head high as I walk through and up the stairs to the private section, where my target sits behind the ropes. He’s eyeing all the women walking around, but I know what he likes. Not only have I studied him, but I also know him personally.

      I sway my hips as I walk by him, not bothering to make eye contact, and head for the bar. As I stand there, I move to the music, curving my hips in ways that attract attention. A large hand lands on my shoulder. It takes everything in me not to break it or drop the bastard for touching me. I don’t like to be touched. Haven’t liked it in a very long time.

      “Da?” I ask. I’ve been told my voice sounds like a phone sex operator’s, but the whiskey tone is barely heard over the loud, pumping music.

      “Mr. Kalshnik khotel by pogovorit' s vami,” he says in Russian.

      My target wants to talk to me. Excellent. This is exactly what I was hoping for.

      “Da.” I tip my head and drop my eyes, faking a submission I don’t possess.

      He leads me to the roped-off area. I walk straight to Kalshnik. Every part of my soul wants to rebel at being this close to a man who hurt me so much, but the other part—the soulless one—holds my head high as he eyes me like a piece of meat.

      “Nadya?” He says my mama’s name, and a slight tremor runs through me. He thinks I’m her. The woman he “loved” until she betrayed him with his enemy. The woman he gang raped as revenge. Swallowing, I push the emotions down again.

      “Nyet.” I shake my head. “Irina.” I point to myself, giving him my alias.

      “Nu davay zhe.” He directs me to follow him, and I nod in understanding.

      He leads me to a private chamber, just like I knew he would. I don’t inspect the room too much. No need. I already know there’s only one exit, the door we came through. But I prepared for this. Kalshnik sits in a chair in the center of the room.

      Every night, he picks one lucky girl to bring in here. They think it’s a privilege to be chosen by a member of the government and Bratva. They dance for him. Then he fucks them.

      He won’t be fucking me, though.

      He won’t be fucking anyone ever again. He dies tonight, by my hands. Hands he helped train and tortured will finally get their revenge.

      “Poloska.” He orders me to strip.

      I smile as I drop my eyes and tip my chin. He likes them shy. I move my hips to the song playing in the room. “Closer” by Nine Inch Nails is perfect for what I have planned for him and what he thinks is going to happen.

      Leaning forward, I move my body the way I know he likes. In the years I worked with him, I learned what turns him on. I’m not taking off my clothes. There’s no time for that, and this man will never see me exposed like that again. I make my way behind him. My hands land on his shoulders as I rub my body against the chair between us. Carefully, I slip off my belly chain and flip it over his shoulder onto his chest. He eggs me on.

      “Poloska,” he demands again, glancing over his shoulder at me.

      I smirk and blow him a kiss before leaning forward and rubbing my breasts against the back of his head. He faces forward and leans back, moving his head around. I slide my other hand over his shoulder, both hands now in front of him, the chain dangling from one. It’s an easy move to slide my hand lower and grab the other end of the belly chain. Dragging it up his body, I pull it tight across his neck. He realizes his predicament too late. He can’t call for his guards as I tug the chain tighter, sliding it back and forth in a sawing motion. The fine teeth slice through his skin. He fights me, but he’s already caught. I have the upper hand. The chair bangs against the floor, scraping loudly, not that anyone can hear it over the music. Oh, and the asshole soundproofed the room so he could beat the women who didn’t want to play by his rules.

      In his final moments, I lean close to his ear and look across the room at the mirror.

      “Do svidanya, tovarishch.”

      Goodbye, comrade.

      His eyes flare wide as he realizes who I am. My smile widens as I plant my foot against his back and yank with a sick pull, killing him. Blood sprays as I step back and admire my handiwork. I only have ten minutes until his guard enters the room to bring us drinks and take his turn with me.

      Now I take in the room. The signal jammer hidden on my body blocks the camera I spotted in the wall. It will never catch sight of me. There’s only one window on this side of the building, and it’s in this room. My only escape. But I planned for this.

      I slide the window open. The stench from the alley below makes my nose twitch, but I can’t delay. I reach for the rope I secured to the roof earlier and step quickly into the harness attached at the end. I don’t fear heights. That was stripped from me years ago. Climbing out, I rappel down the side of the building. My heeled boots hit the pavement with a soft thud. I yank the rope at just the right angle to remove it from its anchor. It pulls free, leaving only the faintest trace I was ever there behind.

      Hidden in a small alcove, my bag waits. I extract a long black trench coat and throw it on, covering my body. Then I yank off the shaggy wig, letting my long brown braided hair fall to mid-back. I shove the wig into the bag and tug on a newsboy cap, the final piece of the disguise.

      With one last glance at the empty window, I make my escape.

      I slip from the alley without attracting attention and disappear deeper into Moscow, heading for my real hotel. Before I forget, I text my MI6 handler and let them know the job is done. No extraction has been arranged since my position is expendable. That’s fine. I’ll get out of this city on my own.

      A laugh rips free from my body. The chuckle sounds evil to my ears.

      “Oh, dear Uncle, today I became what you created,” I say aloud. No one is around to think I’m crazy.

      I’ve killed all his brigadiers who raped and murdered my mama. Only one man is left. Then my revenge will be complete. The smile doesn’t leave my face as I walk down the quiet streets. I’m not afraid of the dark or of being alone out here at night. I’m more dangerous than anyone who might come after me. My uncle made sure of that. He just didn’t expect me to use those talents to cull his crew without his permission.

      As I enter my hotel room, my phone buzzes inside my bag. I answer without saying a word. Most people in my circles know I don’t identify myself.

      “Anatonia?” A heavily accented Italian voice comes through the line. I don’t recognize it, but he used my real name.

      “Si,” I say in my native Italian. I’m fluent in Russian and Italian, having been raised in both worlds for a time.

      “I’m Capo Morello. Your father was killed tonight in an attack on my family.” The voice says. I know who he is. I’ve kept an eye on my father, even though I couldn’t see him.

      The breath whooshes from my lungs, and eyes that haven’t cried since I was young tear up. I have no one now. Both of my parents are gone.

      “Who?” I ask, switching to English.

      “Ivan Medvedev.”

      The name causes terrifying memories to flash behind my eyes. He’s the only man I haven’t killed yet. He’s next on my list.

      “I’ll take care of him.” I hear the pain in my voice and clear my throat to cover it. I still can’t show emotion.

      “No. I need you to protect my family. Your father said you would.”

      I want to argue, but if he has this number, then my father must have given it to him.

      “Si,” I say with a harsh breath, letting the pain wash through me. I understand my father’s dying wish was for me to protect Capo and his family. I have a new objective now.

      He waits for me to say the words I never dreamed I’d say, an oath that goes against everything I was raised to do. But I will honor my father’s wishes. It’s the least I can do.

      “I swear by my blood to protect you and your family.” I give him the vow. He acknowledges it with a gruff tone.

      He gives me their location, and for the second time in my life, I walk away from everything I know. Capo explains his heir was gravely hurt protecting his mother. I’m to help him heal so he can get his revenge, or I will do it myself.

      My uncle created me to destroy the Morellos, but now I will protect them.
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          ANATONIA

        

      

    

    
      UNITED STATES

      SEVEN YEARS LATER

      The heavy bag swings from the chain hanging from the ceiling. I jump up and kick it again, sending it flying back. When it returns, I hit it hard with my gloved hands. I continue working out, releasing the stress that has built up in my system. The need to vent the pain every so often has grown worse over the years. I no longer kill on a daily basis, so I don’t have the adrenaline to push back the memories. Memories that will never go away.

      I’m head of security for the Morello family, personal bodyguard to the capo, and I keep a close eye on the future capo, Natale. This is my new destiny—protecting them and keeping them safe from my uncle and the Bratva. I’ve taught Natale a lot, but there are still some things I won’t let him do. That’s my job, and I’ll do it as I vowed to years ago.

      We’re in hiding here in the U.S., and that’s part of my restlessness. I can’t wait until we can move back to Italy where I have extended family and the ability to sneak around Europe and finish my new list.

      Today is one of my rare days off. I don’t take many, but when I do, I come here to my own private space. I work out until my body succumbs to the pain I put it through, then either go in search of a companion for the night or stay in, plotting my final revenge.

      When my cell phone rings from the counter, I stop the bag, wrapping my arms around it. My space is sparse on decorations. A bag to beat, a bar to drink, and a small kitchen to eat. The private area includes a large bathroom and bedroom. Lifting my phone, I see Natale’s name on the display.

      “Si,” I answer.

      “I need you, Ana. Meet me at Mercy of Angels Hospital.” He doesn’t explain, but from his tone, I know it’s bad.

      “Capo?” I ask, needing to make sure he is safe.

      “He is safe. They will be here soon.” The edge of worry calms, relaxing my body slightly.

      “I’ll be there shortly.” Ending the call, I head to the master suite for a shower.

      The large bathroom is part wet room, with a soaking tub and walk-in shower fitted with multiple rainfall heads. This is an oasis inside an industrial building I’ve fixed up over the years. I’m on the second floor, but the main floor below holds my multiple cars, a couple of motorcycles, and an armory that rivals most police stations.

      After a quick shower, I braid my hair down my back to keep it out of the way, then step into the attached walk-in closet. I slip into my usual uniform of a black thong and matching bra, followed by black chino slacks and my thin bulletproof vest. Unless you’re looking for it, you won’t know it’s there. Finally, I pull on a black silk tank top. Reaching for my black boots, I slip them on and slide a knife into the attached holster. Based on Natale’s voice, I’m preparing for the worst-case scenario. My double rig chest holster and thigh holster come next. The black jacket conceals most of it, leaving only the thigh holster visible. The final piece is my special belt, custom made. The buckle doubles as a garrote, and the holster at the back holds a couple of throwing knives. Walking into the bedroom, I open the gun safe and pull out my three .45 handguns. One goes in the thigh holster, the other two in the double rig. On my dresser sits my jewelry. I slip my mama’s cross over my head and my father’s wedding ring onto my thumb. These are the only things I have left of them. Because of them, I was born. I’ll always stand on the line between two worlds.

      Stepping back, I look in the mirror. Without the thigh rig or the bulletproof vest, this is my normal look. I don’t need to make myself look sexier with makeup. At almost thirty-two, I don’t have the urge to make myself look different. This is who I am. I push up the sleeves of my jacket, revealing all the tattoos that cover my arms. My left side is more tattooed than the right.

      Calling one of Capo’s soldiers from the security detail, I ask him to come give me a ride to the hospital. I’ll ride back to the house with the family. When he texts that he’s close, I make my way out of the warehouse and past my car. My main motorcycle is in the Morello’s garage. Locking and arming the building, I check my surroundings before climbing into the SUV. We make our way into Carson Hills toward the hospital. My warehouse sits between Carson Hills and Wellport, caught between the two classes.

      Just like me.

      I’m between two worlds.

      When we pull up, the feeling of being watched washes over my skin. The hair on the back of my neck prickles. That sixth sense I’ve learned to hone is setting off alarms, warning me an enemy is near. I turn in my seat and spot a police car, but nothing else grabs my attention. My phone pings.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nat

      

      
        You here yet?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Walking in now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nat

      

      
        On my way.

      

      

      

      

      

      As I step through the doors into the main lobby of the hospital, security is eyeing me and the exposed gun strapped to my thigh. I clocked him before I even walked through the last door. I already know exactly how I’ll take him down if he comes at me. I can’t help the smirk I flash at him, lifting an eyebrow in challenge. Maybe I can finish my workout by starting a fight.

      “Ana.” Natale’s voice sounds tortured, full of a pain I haven’t heard from him in a long time.

      I watch Natale approach, noticing the man he is becoming. I stand at five foot seven, and he’s taller than me. At nineteen, he’s wiry muscle, with long dark hair and tattoos. I nod, and he gives the security guard a look. The guard steps back. Again, I can’t help but egg him on by waving my arms in challenge, and the guard drops his gaze.

      “Figo,” I mumble.

      “Really?” Natale shakes his head.

      “He’s being a pussy, not wanting to go up against a girl,” I grumble.

      “Ana, I need your focus. I want you to guard my girl.”

      Okay, what?

      I shake my head at his words. He’s been making a fuss the last couple of days about a girl. But his girl? When did she become his girl?

      “I read some of the background from Capo.” Part of my job as the family’s head of security is to approve everyone around them, so I saw some of the report.

      “Not like that. She needs you to protect her. It’s bad.” That’s all he says as we make our way down the hall. We walk past Domino, a city cop and an old friend from Sicily, as he talks to Capo. I nod at them and continue following Natale.

      Natale’s name, yelled from a raspy voice, draws our attention. He takes off running, and I’m right behind him, ready to defend and protect. I want to push past him in case a bullet comes first, but his longer legs keep him in the lead, and he shoves open the door. I’m right there and stop instantly, my hand hovering over my gun. The scene before me brings back memories that make my stomach curdle and pain explode in my mind.

      The small figure in the bed is covered in bruises, and the fear in her eyes calls to a part of me I rarely let out. I don’t focus on what’s happening as they remove restraints from her wrists. The memories are too much. I just watch the poor girl. Posy Ivanov is a mirror of my past. I was once this girl. I was once an innocent the world kicked and beat for its own pleasure.

      “And this.” Natale points at me as he starts rattling off all my accomplishments.

      One name from the report flashes through my mind, and I reach for her hand.

      “I know who he is and what he’s done. The shame is in your eyes. He will pay dearly,” I vow.

      Stepping back, I watch for any intruders and do my job—protecting this lost, tortured soul. Natale walks out, and the doctor and nurse begin to examine her again.

      Memories flash through my mind. The pain of every beating, the tearing of my body as they raped me, all boil to the surface. Sitting next to Posy, I lay my chin on the pillow by her head and pull her hand to my cheek, knowing she needs the contact. I never had that. I remember wishing someone had been there for me. Now I can give her that peace. I show her she’s not alone. I let her see what I don’t allow anyone else to see. I unlock my soul, exposing the fear and pain I’ve suffered.

      I know what she’s been through.

      I know this pain on a personal level.

      The feeling of being violated. Used like a piece of meat. Treated like trash, with no one there to protect you. I’m going to regret letting these emotions out of the box, but for her, I will do it. She calls to something deep inside me. She needs me. And I’m willing to give her my strength if it gives her the peace she so desperately needs. Maybe, in giving her that, I’ll find some for myself. Maybe I can get solace from this too.

      We stay that way for a long time. The doctor and nurse continue working over her body. I’ve never had an exam like this. I can imagine it feels like another violation. I was never treated by a regular doctor for my injuries.

      She drops her head, shame in her eyes.

      I lift her chin to look at me. “Hiding only makes it worse,” I say.

      I know. I tried to hide for years, and it never helped. Now they will see me.

      Posy won’t let go of my hand. She clings to me like a lifeline. When the doctor and nurse leave the room, Capo and his wife, Maria, enter. I step back to give them space. I watch as Capo leans in and whispers in Posy’s ear. He’s more than likely vowing to protect her. Maria holds a bag of clothes. She directs her husband to go get her something to eat and drink, leaving just us women in the room.

      Posy reaches for my hand again, holding it so tightly I’d fear she might break it if she weren’t so fragile. She flinches when Maria tries to help her out of the hospital gown. As her body is fully exposed, Posy starts to panic at the sight of all the bruises and damage done to her.

      After a moment, I can tell she’s had enough.

      “Go get Nat,” Maria says, noticing the same thing.

      I leave the room. If he is the only one who can calm her, then she needs him.

      When I look at Natale, my emotions are too raw to hide. I watch his body tighten for both me and Posy. But he can’t sympathize with me. It wouldn’t change anything. He walks into the room and helps calm her. She’s going to need him to show her that not all people are evil.

      As a group, we make our way out of the hospital with me and a couple of other soldiers leading the way. Domino sticks by too after Nat lost it when we found out Posy’s father and the man responsible for hurting her have both disappeared. As we pass through the exit, the feeling of being watched hits me again, but I need to focus on Posy and protecting her. The family slides into the back of the limo, and I slip in with them.

      The driver takes us to the family estate, and I help as they settle Posy into her new home. She will not be going back if we can help it. The memories are still boring into my mind. The pain in her eyes reminds me of the reflection that still sometimes stares back at me from the mirror.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Vitaly

      

      

      

      Looking down, I examine the file again. This job goes against my rules. Women, children, and innocents are the only line I have. I’ve never crossed it. But to get out, I will do whatever it takes. I’m tired of being told what to do. Besides, I have my own things to investigate, and I can’t do that while constantly under orders.

      The woman in the image stares back at me with no emotion in her eyes. Ice-blue, glacial, and cold. Brown hair falls to her waist. Bee-stung lips meant to be wrapped around a cock are curled into a smile for the man she’s talking to. But there is no feeling behind it. A strange squeezing in my chest has me pressing my palm against it. I’ve never felt that before.
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