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HUMANS HAVE BOTH THE urge to create and to destroy...

Married, to the woman of my dreams, finally free of the nightmares that plagued both our families—or at least, that’s what I thought.

Nadia and I tried to start over in Australia, but now, our past has caught up with us, and we’re dragged back to New York to help finish what we started.

I thought we were home free, but the life we escaped isn’t done with us yet.

Only now, it’s not just my new wife I have to worry about anymore. A shocking revelation changes everything and suddenly, it’s not just us we’re fighting for...
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Nadia

––––––––
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I HUGGED MY FATHER, burying my face in his shoulder and trying to remember what it felt like to be this close to him.

Because I had no idea when I would be able to do it again. I couldn’t believe we were being forced to return to the States, but I didn’t see any other way for us to get out of it. The nightmare I thought I had finally woken from had caught up with us, and I was being pushed back into the horror I thought we had escaped from once more.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can, okay?” I mumbled into my father’s shoulder. He held me tight. 

“I know you will,” he replied. “I’ll see you again in no time. I bet I’ll hardly even notice you’re gone!”

His voice, though he was attempting to sound upbeat, had an artificial sweetness to it that told me he doubted everything he was saying. I didn’t blame him. Heaven only knew how long it was going to be before we could be together again, as a family, and I was loathe to think of what might happen in the time we were away.

“You’re sure that you don’t want me to come with you?” he asked, and I shook my head. The last thing I needed right now was to be worried about him getting hurt; as long as he was out here, I could rest easy knowing none of our enemies could get to him.

“I want you here,” I replied. “You’ve got a life here. You should enjoy it. Besides, the sunshine’s doing you good.”

“I think not having to run the shop is the thing that’s doing me good,” he joked, and I smiled. He had really found a new lease on life since he had come here, and I didn’t want to take that away from him – he deserved to be able to enjoy every moment of it, with the small group of friends he had created over here. He had settled in better than I had. Though that might have been because I was spending most of my time hiding away in my bedroom with Andreas, as a pair of newlyweds should.

Damn, that felt like a lifetime away now. It was hard to believe the two of us had been living in wedded bliss just a few hours ago, and now, we were being yanked back to the hard call of reality. I couldn’t believe this was happening, couldn’t believe I had been naïve enough to think I would get away with it. I wanted to turn back time, do everything I could to run from the world that seemed so intent on hunting Andreas down, but it was too late for that now. 

They had given us a few hours to get everything ready, and I had gone straight to the small apartment my father had rented for himself with the money Andreas had given him. As soon as he had opened the door, and seen the look on my face, some part of him had known what I was going to say. 

I didn’t want to go. I felt like we had finally gotten a chance to enjoy our lives together, as father and daughter, and it had been yanked away from me before I’d gotten the chance to indulge in it. I wanted to spend as much time with him as I could – in between the nights and days I passed with Andreas, of course – and I’d been stupid enough to believe I would have the chance. That the time we should have had wouldn’t be pulled away from us before I got a chance to appreciate it. 

“You’re going to be okay, aren’t you?” I fussed over him, and he nodded.

“You have nothing at all to worry about,” he promised me. “I’ll keep in touch. Any time you want to speak to me, you can, I’ll be just at the other end of the phone.”

He kept talking, but my mind drifted off. I wanted to believe him, but I knew the distance between us was going to be enormous. How could we stay as close as we were now, when I would be damn near on the other side of the world from him? It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair. It had all been over, and now...

“I need to get going,” I told him, and I saw the tension in his face. He didn’t want me to leave, but knew that asking me to abandon my new husband to his life back in New York wasn’t an option. I had made a commitment to Andreas, and there was no way I was going to back down from it. I loved him. He loved me. And being apart from him would be more than I could ever handle. 

“You stay safe, okay?” my father told me, coming across all paternal as he smoothed back my hair and squeezed my shoulder. I nodded.

“I’ll do what I can,” I replied. It was the best I could give him. There was no point in promising him anything, not really. I had no idea what would happen when we set foot back on the solid ground of the USA again.

I turned and hurried down the stairs away from him before I could change my mind. I needed to put as much space between us as I could, or I was going to give in and go back to him and tell him I didn’t want to be away from him again. Torn between the two men I loved most, I knew I had to be with Andreas – my father would safe here. Andreas needed me by his side back in New York.

He was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, and he pulled me into his arms and squeezed me tight. When he held me like this, I knew I had made the right choice. I knew I needed to be with him. I could still remember my time in Serbia, when I had been sure I would never see him again, how impossible all that space felt then. I couldn’t cope with it again, not a chance in hell.

He pulled back, taking my face in one hand as he gazed into my eyes.

“Are you okay?” he murmured. I shook my head.

“No,” I replied. “But I’m still coming with you. Okay?”

“Okay,” he replied, sliding his hand down to mine and squeezing it tight. He knew how scared I was. He knew that I didn’t want to give up this idyllic life we had made for ourselves here. And he knew, more than anything, that we didn’t have a choice.

“I’m sorry,” he breathed to me, as we stepped out into the street again. “I thought we could leave all of this behind us, I really did.”

“So did I,” I replied. “But maybe we should never have thought about it like that. It was always going to find us, wasn’t it?”

“Well, I didn’t think Mauro would be the one to do it,” he muttered, shaking his head. I knew what he meant – the shock on his face when he had seen the man he had been so sure he had lost had been something to behold, and I had no idea how he was coping with it without losing his mind.

Mauro and Leo were waiting for us in a car on the other side of the street. They had driven us down here, given me the chance to say goodbye to my father before they dragged us out. I should have been grateful for that, but it was hard to feel anything other than anger in that moment as I wished they would turn around and walk out of our life. 

Our life. Our whole life, snatched from us just like that. How was this fair? I wanted to scream, so loud that the whole city would hear me, scream that I wanted to stay and that I couldn’t go back to what I had known before. I didn’t want to leave this dream we had created. We had been just like any other married couple walking down the street, in love, sure of each other, and now...

And now, as he led me towards the car, I knew I had no choice but to go back to the hell we had fled from in the first place.

I paused for a moment, before he opened the door. I was holding on to his hand. Leo and Mauro were talking to each other, not paying much attention to us. If we had just turned, right then and there, we could have barreled down the side of the street and gotten away from them. By the time they noticed we were running, we’d have had a good hundred feet on them already. We could have gotten away.

But it wouldn’t have mattered. No matter how far I ran, no matter how long we tried to avoid them, they would always find us again. We would be living under the shadow of that sureness, knowing they could make their return at any moment, knowing we didn’t stand a chance in keeping our distance. No matter how much I wished it could have been different, we were here now, trapped to this fate, and I had to get into that car and get out of here before I brought too much of it into this life.

The best I could hope for, as I climbed into that sleek black vehicle, was that we would be able to come back to this life one day. We would be able to return to what was left of it, build it back up from the ground up. My father would still be here, I could return to him, and we could pick up where we had left off. 

That was the best I could hope for. And the worst, well, the worst was that we didn’t come back at all. I could hardly stand to think of it.

Andreas and I sat in the back of the car, holding hands, not saying a word to each other. There was nothing to say, not really. How could I look at him now, tell him I was sorry that we hadn’t gotten more of a chance to live out this fantasy? I had failed him. We hadn’t gotten far enough away. If I had just pushed for us to go a little further...

He looked exhausted already, as though the weight of all of this was pressing down on his shoulders. This was why I was here with him, because I wanted to bear some of that weight along with him. I was his wife, and what that meant to me was helping him when times were hardest. The love, the lust, the fun, the easy parts – when I married him, that wasn’t the only thing I had signed up for. I was here to take it all on, no matter what.

We arrived at the airport, and I felt a deep, ominous sense of foreboding as I looked up at the dark sky above us. How could we just leave this place again? It had been months since we had arrived, and I had started to really feel like I could stay here. I had never imagined that anywhere else would feel like home, but this place did. 

Maybe it was Andreas. Andreas was the one who made me feel like everything was going to be okay, even when I knew that we were losing our hold on everything. 

I had to believe that it was him. He held my hand tight, as though it was the only thing keeping him grounded right now, and I knew how he felt. If all we had was each other, it had to count for something, didn’t it?

The car drew to a halt, and I shot a look over at my husband, sitting next to me. Maybe we could still run – still get out of here. 

But there was a resignation to his face that told me everything I needed to know. He had already decided he was going to go through with this. He had to. Whatever he had left behind, it needed him back, no matter how far and how fast he had tried to run from it. 

He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed my knuckles. A promise, though silent, that we were going to get through this. No matter how hard it might be, no matter how painful, no matter how much we wished that we could stay – we were going to get through it together. 

I had to hang on to that part. That we would be together when we landed back in New York. And as long as we were together, we could get through anything and everything this world threw at us.
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Andreas

––––––––
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I LED HER OUT OF THE car, not letting go of her hand for a second. Mauro was leading us around the back of the airport, to a small, private airstrip that I assumed we would be making our return from. 

I just couldn’t fucking believe this was happening. Any of it. How the fuck was Mauro back? That was the part I had been most stuck on since I saw him. I was sure he had died. He had faked it? For what? Just to hurt me, to force me to a point where I had no choice but to stick out the crazy shit he was expecting me to do?

Leo left us to it, thank goodness; he probably had shit to take care of down here. I doubted we were the only people who had thought that a flight to the other side of the world would help us leave behind a life we wanted nothing more to do with. But now that Mauro and I were alone, I needed to get the truth out of him, all of it – or at least, as much of it as he was willing to share.

“Andreas, Nadia.” He greeted us by our names as he paused on the tarmac, next to a small jet that was waiting for us. I winced at the sound of my old name. Nadia was the only one who called me that these days, and I had wanted it to stay that way. A secret, between us, not some nightmarish reminder of where I had come from. She tightened her grip on my hand, and I knew she felt it too. 

“Welcome back,” he announced. I tensed with anger. How could he speak like that, as though it was the most natural thing in the world? He knew I’d wanted to leave this behind, but he hadn’t let me. He had come found me. He could have left me to my new life with Nadia, but he hadn’t been able to. 

“Don’t talk like I wanted this,” I snarled at him. I dared him to come back at me with something – I wanted the excuse to fly at him, honestly, and I would have taken anything he gave me. But he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut, and just jerked his head towards the plane, indicating silently that we needed to get on.

Nadia walked up the steps first, trudging like she was being led to her death. I knew how she felt. I followed behind her, put an arm around her shoulders as soon as we were inside – it wasn’t much, but I needed her to know I was here with her, and I wasn’t going to let her go. We were in this together. Married now, us against the world; my wife and I, going into this together. I felt a little better knowing she was there with me, but at the same time, I wished I could have convinced her to stay behind in Australia.

She never would have. I could have begged all day and it wouldn’t have mattered to her. She was going to come with me, even if it meant leaving her beloved father behind. At least he had agreed to stay – I had half-expected him to come with us, insisting that he couldn’t leave his daughter behind. Maybe it said something about his trust in me that he was willing to let her go. 

She curled up in one of the seats and peered out of the window. I thought she might cry, but she didn’t - her face was utterly blank, which was somehow worse than if she had been sobbing her eyes out. As though she was trying to come to terms with the reality we were facing right now. I wanted to say the right thing to make it all better, but I was sure I would have just come out with platitudes. I had no idea what to say that might help her navigate the intense pain we were both experiencing right now, and I didn’t want to pretend that I did, not for a second.

And so, I turned my attention to the other person on the plane with me – Mauro. He looked the same as I remembered him, or at least, the same as he had before he was carried away on that stretcher, dead as a fucking doornail. Why had he faked it like that? What had he gotten out of it? None of this made sense to me. None of it. 

He locked eyes with me as the plane started to taxi. He looked downright impassive, as though everything that he had put me through was nothing more than a footnote inside his head. Did he understand how hard I’d had it after he’d gone? I thought I’d lost the one person I could rely on. And now, he was sitting there like nothing at all had happened, and I felt like I was losing my fucking mind.

“Are you going to tell me what we’re doing this all for?” I demanded. It didn’t feel big enough to express the sheer level of my rage towards him, but I had to start somewhere. I needed him to know that I wasn’t going to just sit back and allow him to spin the narrative from this moment on. He needed me – that much was clear – and I could use that to my advantage.

He shook his head.

“I can explain it all when we get back to New York,” he replied, and he turned his attention out of the window. I felt a flare of rage inside of me. No – no, he didn’t get to play it like this. He had fucked me over, well and truly, and now, he was going to give me answers as to why. He couldn’t stroll back into my life and pull me out of this and tell me he knew what was best for me. He had been gone, dead and fucking gone, and I had mourned him and had grown used to the idea. I had even thought fondly on him. And now, he was back, ready to wreck all of that and make me feel like an idiot for even thinking it. 

“No, you’re going to tell me now,” I ordered him. “Or I’m not going to cooperate with you when we land. You understand me?”

Briefly, I thought I saw a small smile flicker up Mauro’s face – as though, perhaps, he was proud of me for standing up for myself like this. It was him who had trained me with this kind of attitude, after all. But he quickly wiped the smile off of his face, clearly able to tell that I wasn’t down for a second of it.

“I can’t tell you much,” he replied, with a sigh. 

“But you can tell me something,” I urged him. “There must be a reason you want me back in all of this, isn’t there? Tell me.”

He paused for a moment, gathering himself, and I saw a darkness cross his expression. I knew it must have been chaos back in New York since I had left. I had done myself the kindness of not bothering to keep up with it, with no intention of letting any of that get under my skin. I wanted to forget about it all, to leave it behind me for good, but now that it was catching up with me once more, it was clear I needed to be up to date.

“In short, there’s been a power vacuum since you left and Nikita died,” he replied, generously leaving off the part where I had been the one to kill Nikita. I still woke up sometimes, in the middle of the night, remembering the sound it had made when I had brought the desk crashing down on his head. I was sure it would get better with time, that memory, but if anything it just seemed to grow more and more intense. 

“I thought we would be able to fill it with someone else, but it hasn’t worked like that,” he explained. “It’s been chaos down there. People are trying to step in and take the power for themselves, plus the Serbians have been looking for someone to punish for what happened to Nikita and his brother – it’s going to be hard to get them to stop now that you’re back, but we’ll protect you.”

“And her,” I muttered, looking over at Nadia. She had closed her eyes, though whether or not she could relax enough to get some sleep was another thing entirely.

“Of course, and her too,” he replied at once. I was sure Mauro felt some affection for Nadia – maybe even saw her as a daughter-in-law. I had often wished he had been able to be at our wedding, but now, as I sat there fuming opposite him, I wished that he had never had a chance to meet my wife after we’d married. 

“The Triad and the Yakuza are trying to establish themselves as the main forces in the city, and they’re battling it out over ground that you and the Serbians used to own, and it’s getting ugly.”

“How ugly?” I asked. I didn’t even want to think how bad things must have gotten if he had come all the way to Australia to get me back. 

“Really bad,” he replied. “They’re burning down clubs, planting bombs, everything. That’s how I ended up coming for you, actually. I got hit by a car-bomb, I have no idea who it was from or what they how they found out I was still alive, but I ended up in the hospital. I knew that we needed to put a stop to it, the only way we could do that was by bringing back either the Serbs, or...”

He trailed off, looked at me. I nodded. I knew what he was saying.

“You think that I’ll be able to stop it?” I asked. The enormity of that task suddenly seemed more than I could take, and I did my very best to control my breathing as I considered what it was that was being asked of me. Could I end a war in New York? My father’s name might have been powerful, but was it powerful enough to stop the chaos that was happening there right now?

“I think the Salieri name is about the only thing we haven’t tried yet,” he explained, shaking his head. “And in light of everything that’s happened...I don’t think we have much of a choice but to give it a go.”

I reached over to take Nadia’s hand, and she squeezed mine back. She must have heard all of this. I knew she would have been as scared as I was. I hoped that she knew I was going to look after her – send her back to Australia, if that’s what I needed to do. At least her father would be safe, that had to count for something. 

“What do they think happened to me?” I asked. In all the time that I had been away, I had tried not to give that too much thought – I had wanted to forget about my life back there, not consider what the world had made of my vanishing.

“We spread it around that you had been killed along with Nikita,” Mauro replied. “Nobody’s going to be expecting you back.”

“And how are you going to explain it?”

“We haven’t thought that far ahead yet,” Mauro admitted, and, for the first time since I had seen him again, I saw a flash of doubt cross over his face. I was a last resort, I must have been. I didn’t even want to think what they had considered before they had come to me to try and make this right. 

I looked down at the ring on my finger, and wondered if I had been right to marry her, knowing that something like this might happen. I had deluded myself into thinking I could handle it, keep her away from it, but now, we were being pulled back into the eye of the storm. I could have let her run off by herself, but I knew she wouldn’t have stayed away – neither of us could have. Like an unstoppable force, we were constantly pulled back together, and nothing we could do would keep us apart. 

I needed her to know I would care for her, even though we were heading back into the viper’s nest. I would do everything I could to keep her safe, even when it seemed impossible. She had stood by my side in coming back here, and I would do anything it took to make sure she didn’t end up regretting that.

Even though I was sure she already was.
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Nadia

––––––––
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“NADIA.”

I looked up. I had been pretending to be asleep for the last half-hour or so, since we had left the runway, but now, Mauro was standing over me, demanding my attention.

“We need to talk to you.”

I furrowed my brow, shot a look over at Andreas. His eyes were dark, pinned to the window, as though he was still wrapping his head around everything Mauro had said. It must have been enormous for him, facing up to everything that he had tried to leave behind. I didn’t blame him for struggling. 

I had been listening in to everything they had been saying, and it scared the living shit out of me to consider it. Going back to New York, walking into the craziness that Mauro had described – how would we survive it? Andreas had wanted to leave it all behind, it wasn’t fair to throw him back in like this. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“We need to speak to you,” Mauro repeated. “Come with me. This way. You’re a part of this, too.”

I felt a shiver run down my spine. I had never been involved with any of it, and I didn’t want to be. Yes, I had been close to Nikita, but not out of choice. I couldn’t stand the thought of being anywhere near this nightmare. I wasn’t a political person, certainly not in this crazy world. There was no way I would be able to bring anything to the table, unless they needed someone to dance for entertainment. 

Nonetheless, I came over to their table and sat down on the seat next to Andreas. He glanced at me, and I wished I could take some of this fear from him. He was scared for me, I knew that, but he didn’t have to be. I could handle myself. I would stay hidden. Make sure I didn’t get involved with anything too dangerous, keep my head down, and this would be over soon enough, right?

“What on Earth does she have to do with anything?” Andreas asked. “She’s just – we’re married now. That’s all. She didn’t sign up for any of this.”

Mauro looked between us grimly, and my heart sank as I figured it wouldn’t be that easy. I had thought I had would be able to escape without getting involved with this mess, but his eyes told me different. 

“I’m sorry to say that she has,” he replied. “As soon as she married you.”

“No,” Andreas growled, sounding angrier than I had ever heard him in my life. “You hear me, Mauro? She’s not a Salieri, not by blood. Whatever I have to do, I’ll do it, but you don’t bring her into any of this. You understand?”

“I’m not bringing her in as a Salieri,” he replied. “I’m bringing her in as a Serb.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Andreas demanded, on my behalf. I shook my head. 

“I have nothing to do with the Serbians,” I protested. “I – Nikita and I were barely together, you can’t expect me to give anything back to them—”

“You’re a Serbian by blood, and that’s all that we need right now,” Mauro replied, cutting me off before I could go any further. “I know it’s hard for you to understand, but the Serbs – they’re a mess right now. They need someone to get behind. It hardly matters who it is, as long as they recognize them as one of their own. And, well, you fit that description.”

It was like the floor of the plane had dropped out from underneath me. I couldn’t - he couldn’t seriously be asking me to step up and take part in something like that, could he? I had never been involved with this lifestyle, and there was a damn good reason for it, too. I had never wanted to be. My entire life, I had avoided getting pulled into it. All I had ever wanted, since my mother passed, at least, was to be able to provide a good life for my father and for that to be the end of it. I couldn’t lead the Serbians. I could hardly handle myself, in the face of what was happening. How could he expect anything more from me?

Andreas shook his head, seeming to read my mind.

“She’s not going to do that,” he replied, firmly. “She’s here with me, as my wife, not as some representative for Nikita—”

“Nothing to do with Nikita,” Mauro replied smoothly, as though he had guessed that it was going to pose a problem for me. Even hearing his name like that was enough to make my stomach lurch. I had left him behind, left behind the threat of everything that he had wanted to do to me, and bringing it all back to the front of my head was enough to make me feel physically ill. 

“The Serbians need a new leader, someone they can get behind, someone they can trust,” he explained. “I’ve tried to be that for them, but they haven’t trusted me, not for a moment. And they won’t let us get close enough to form a relationship with someone who might be able to work with us. You’re the only Serbian we have access to, Nadia, unless you’d like us to involve your father in this.”

The thought sent a shiver down my spine. No, no – my father needed to stay as far from this as he could. He wasn’t a leader, he wasn’t a gangster, he was just an old man with a bad heart who deserved to live out the rest of his life in peace. Mauro knew that; he was hanging it over my head, making it so I had no choice but to go along with what he was suggesting. It was a dirty trick. But it worked. 

I locked eyes with him.

“What do you need me to do?”

“Nadia, no,” Andreas protested. “You don’t have to go along with this. You don’t—”

“I have to,” I replied, my voice hollow. I wished that there was some other way to handle this mess, but it was clear I didn’t have much of a choice. If I skipped out on what he was asking, he would look to someone else – and he had made it pretty clear who that would be. 

“No, you don’t,” he replied firmly. “You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to, do you understand me? You—”

“Mauro, what do you need me to do?” I asked, cutting Andreas off. I knew he was furious, but he didn’t have his father on the line. His father’s name, sure, his reputation, perhaps, but not his actual living, breathing father. 

Mauro lifted his chin slightly, eyed me. He was surely aware that Andreas wouldn’t make it easy for us to go through with what he was suggesting. Andreas would fight with everything he had to keep me out of this, but if I had to go through with it to make sure this was behind us, I would. Sometimes, you didn’t always get what you thought you wanted – you had to do what you needed, do what duty called for you to do. 

“I need you to do exactly what you’ve been doing with Andreas,” he replied. “A Salieri and a Serb together – married, no less – it’s exactly what we’ve been looking for.”

I looked to Andreas, and he took my hand. My ring glinted in the light. This was the commitment I had made to him, and I wanted to show him I met every word of it. No matter how hard it had been, no matter how hard it might be, we were together in this, and I was his wife. The woman who would see this through, no matter what it took. 

“Do you think you can handle it?” Andreas asked, softly, concern written all over his face. He wasn’t going to keep me from doing what I wanted to do, but he would do everything he could to protect me from the intense, painful reality of it. I nodded.

“I know I can,” I promised him. “I wouldn’t even be thinking about it if I couldn’t. If this is what we need to do to get back to Australia and live the rest of our lives in peace... it’s a small price to pay, don’t you think?”

His eyes scanned mine, searching for some way to convince me out of this. He had seen close-up how dangerous this world was. I knew he wanted to keep me out of it. But I wasn’t willing to let him do it alone.

“Okay,” he murmured. He was hanging on to my hand tight, as though letting it go might lead him to lose me entirely. But the vows I had made to him, they bound me to him for life, and I was never going to forget that. No matter how hard it got, no matter what we faced together. We could do this.

I could do this.

Mauro nodded. 

“Well, that’s a start,” he replied, sounding somewhat relieved. “Obviously, most of the Serbians will be aware of you from the time that you spent with Nikita, so we can work with that, despite the... unfortunate way your relationship ended.”

I did my best to listen to what he was saying. I couldn’t wrap my head around this, the enormity of it, everything they were asking of me. I wanted to be able to argue, but I had no choice but to go along with it. If Mauro believed this was what it would take to leave this entire mess behind us, then dammit, I  knew I had to take this chance. I had to pray it would be enough to close it all off, so Andreas and I could return to our wedding, our lives together. 

“Why me?” I asked, quietly, when he was done talking. Mauro paused for a moment, as though he hadn’t expected that question, but then, he responded. 

“Nikita talked a lot of good about you to the Serbians,” he explained. “I know it might be hard for you to believe, but he intended to make the most of your presence in his life. At least, until...”
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