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ENVY SLAYS ITSELF BY its own arrow...

As soon as I see her, I know I must have her.

Nadia. 

She's one of the dancers at my new club. The club I bought to fix my family's shady reputation.

She stands out. She’s beautiful, she can dance and everyone watches her when she enters the room. She's also got an attitude, a dark past—and a desperate family looking to her for support.

She doesn't want anything to do with me, until she doesn't have a choice...
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​​Nadia


––––––––
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I WAS PRACTICALLY DANCING down the street by the time I left home that morning. I couldn’t believe it – everything I had worked so hard for, all this time, it was finally about to come true. 

I knew I had earned this. I had worked hard every day of my life, pretty much since I was able to stand on my own two feet, to get where I was right now. Some people might have looked at it as luck, but I knew it was a million times better than that. I deserved it, and I was going to walk in to my second day with this troupe with all the confidence in the world. 

I had already been there the day before, just checking in and taking the chance to get to know everyone I would be performing with in the next few months. They had all seemed a little snotty to me, but that was to be expected; when it came to dance, everyone thought they were the special ones. That was how any of us got anywhere, after all. I was sure they would warm up to me as time went by, I just needed to prove I belonged here as much as anyone else did. 

It was a cool, crisp day in early February, and I inhaled a lungful of the cold air and smiled. I could already feel the skip in my step, dancing to a beat I hadn’t even heard yet. I was doing this, really doing this, and nothing was going to stop me now. 

I wasn’t just doing this for me, of course. I was doing it for my mother, too. I felt a pang in my chest as I thought of her, and hoped, somewhere, she was watching me do this – watching me go to my very first day as a professional ballerina. 

When she came all the way over here to the US, I knew this was what she had dreamed of, a million times over; getting taken seriously, being given the legitimacy of recognition which would allow her to make her way in this world as a real performer. She’d had the skill when she had been training back in her home country of Serbia, and when she fled over here in the nineties, she had sworn to herself she wasn’t going to forget any of her passions from back home. 

“I know what I want to do, and I go after it,” she explained to me, as I lay next to her in bed one morning. We’d spend Sunday mornings curled up together, drinking tea, and she would fill me in on all the stories that she was able to remember from back in Serbia. Dad was out at the store, which he’d open early to make sure he caught all the prodigious weekend shoppers, and I would stay at home with Mom and listen to her voice, still twinged with the remnants of an accent she had done her best to filter out, as she regaled me with everything that had happened in her past. 

Of course, most of those memories were tinged with the reminders of her sickness. The hacking cough, the bloody tissues, the color of her skin as it shifted to something more pallid than I had ever seen it before. The cancer moved so slowly, and then so fast I hardly had time to keep up with it. By the time she was gone, I felt as though I had been fooled – fooled into thinking she would be around forever. That she would survive what she was going through. 

But she hadn’t even made it to see me as a teenager, passing away just after my twelfth birthday. Dad had wrapped his arms around me at the funeral and held me tight, and I’d clung to him with everything I’d had, not wanting to let go. Knowing he was the only thing I could rely on in this world now that she was gone. 

I had started dancing when I was barely four, Mom dancing me around the living room and showing me the steps she remembered from her days performing. She’d done it for years, never at a particularly high level but always committed to the point of obsession, and she wanted nothing more than for me to be able to pick up her dreams where she had left off. 

“You have such grace about you,” she would tell me. “You can dance if you want to.”

After she passed, I threw myself into my dance training as best I could, not wanting to lose that connection with her. I might not have been the best to start off with, but I was the one with the commitment, the one who was willing to do anything at all to prove she had what it took. And soon, I rose to the top of my class, able to brush off everyone else and make sure I was the one in charge, the one impressing the agents who passed through our classes, the one who was talked about as a possibility for real success.

Ballet is something that requires utter and complete obsession in order to succeed. You can’t be a part-time ballerina and expect anything good to come of it. You have to be willing to throw yourself head-first into everything you’re doing, willing to practice and practice to the point of harm before you get it right. That’s what matters, and that’s what I always had after the death of my mother. As though, if I just pushed hard enough and kept trying with all my heart, I might be able to bring her back. 

Of course, I never did, but I managed to secure myself an audition with the Downtown Ballet Company, a troupe with notable presence in the ballet scene in the city. It was a start – more than that, it was an opportunity, and one I knew I would never turn down. I went to the audition and made sure I danced harder and better than everyone else there, and sure enough, they offered me a spot. 

Which was what I was on my way to right at the moment when it happened.

I could still remember the sound of the people around me, how my focus on where I was going seemed to drown them out as I thought about just what it meant that I was going to make it there. I could still hardly believe this was really happening, but at the same time, I knew this was what I deserved – what I was owed. I was going to start my career here, and I was going to make sure that everyone knew this was where I belonged. And if my mother was looking down from somewhere above me, then she would know without a shadow of a doubt I was doing this for her, that I was carrying on her legacy as best I could. The only way I knew—

The silence was what I remembered first. Nothing but dead, numb silence. And then, the pain – the shock of it, opening my eyes in the middle of the street and feeling that agony rush down from my neck to the small of my back, shooting along both legs like angry firebolts. The people I had tuned out before, I could hear them now, the sharp sound of their screams, of the chaos that flooded my senses. Cars screeched to halts around me, the cold tarmac against my back, and I tried to work out what had just happened – before I sank back into the black once more.

When I woke up again, I was in a hospital. The first thing I noticed, and was grateful for, was that it was quiet in here. No chaos, no cars, no nothing. But what was I doing in a hospital? It took me a moment to work out what had happened, to recall the pain as it ran down my body, and start to put the pieces together about what that might have meant. 

“Darling...”

I recognized my father’s voice, at least I could hang on to that. I tried to lift my head, but the shock of pain stopped me in my tracks. He rose to his feet from where he had been sitting at the side of my bed and gripped my hand tightly.

“Oh, you’re awake.” He sighed and sank down a little so he could look me in the eyes. “How do you feel?”

“I... I don’t know,” I admitted. “What happened? Why am I in here?”

I was quite sure that I already knew the answer to that question, but I had to hear it from him. I had to hear him say those words I was so dreading hearing. If there was one person in the world who could make me feel as though this wasn’t as bad as I thought it was, it was my father.

He sighed again, heavily, as though that was the last thing he had wanted to hear come out of my mouth. He reached up to smooth a strand of hair back from my head, his touch gentle, and I could see the sadness in his eyes. The very same kind he’d had when he told me my mother had passed. My stomach flipped in my panic. Whatever this was, it was real, it was serious, and it wasn’t something I could hide from. 

“Dad, what’s going on?” I demanded. Even the effort of speaking seemed to hurt, or maybe it was just the fear of what he was going to say next. 

“You were....you were in a car accident,” he explained. “A car swerved on to the sidewalk as you were heading to your troupe, and it hit you.”

I closed my eyes. I could hear it now, the crunch of metal, the squeal of the tires, everything my brain had tried to save me from by blocking it all out. I had been in the middle of a thought and it had cut through me like a blunt knife, casting me into the air and sending me crashing down on the ground again. I could see it all, in my mind’s eye, the horror of it, the fear, the dread. The knowing that something had happened and I wasn’t going to be able to ever go back from.

“Who was it?” I asked, and he shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Nobody does. They were... they were gone by the time the ambulance got there. A few people said they had caught the license plate number, but I don’t think we’re going to have much to go on.”

His voice was laced with a sad, apologetic tone, and I almost wanted to tell him he had nothing to be sorry for – but I didn’t have it in me to comfort anyone else right now. The pain and shock of it all was making me selfish, and there was something else that I needed to know, something more pressing. Something I couldn’t hide from any longer.

“How bad is it?” I asked, softly. He knew just what I was saying – I wanted to know what kind of chance I stood of ever dancing again. He owed me the truth, then and there, and I prayed he would give it to me. I couldn’t stand the thought of having false hope dangled before me, only to see it ripped away when the time came to be honest about the extent of my injuries. 

He lowered his gaze, not able to look at me. I knew then it was worse than he would ever want to put into words. How long had I been in here, that he had been able to talk to the doctors and get a good idea of how long it would take me to recover from my injuries? My stomach churned near-painfully with the horror of it, but I did my best to keep my gaze steady, asking him, pleading with him to tell me the truth. 

“They’re not sure how long it will take you to be able to walk again,” he confessed. I bit back a sob of shock. Not even able to walk? I remembered the pain shooting down my spine, and I realized how bad it must have been. I had been through plenty of pain in the course of training for my ballet career, but nothing that had felt anywhere close to that. This was serious.

“And even when you do, the damage to your left leg is severe enough that they... they fear that you’ll always have something of a limp,” he explained. 

“And the dancing?” I asked him, softly. I knew what the answer was going to be, but I needed him to say it out loud, I needed him to tell me what was going on inside his head right now. I needed to hear it from him, the truth of how awful this really was. 

He shook his head – one quick gesture that ruined my entire life.

“You won’t be able to dance at that level again,” he told me. He couldn’t even look at me. I wasn’t able to hold back the tears any longer, feeling them begin to flow down my cheeks, but hardly able to acknowledge that I was the one producing them. It felt like it must have been someone else entirely, someone I had never met before, someone who would never be able to dance the way that I had for most of my life. 

Because I didn’t know myself without dance. And had I lost that connection, the one connection I had left to my mother, when it escaped me, too. It wasn’t just a career, it was an identity that had been taken from me, by some clumsy driver tearing down the street, too careless to keep their eyes on the road. 

My whole life, snatched away from me in an instant. I was lucky to be alive, I knew that much – but at the same time, I wasn’t sure if it wouldn’t have been more merciful to just let myself go, right there on the street, than to live this life devoid of all the things that made me happy. 
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​​Andreas


––––––––
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I SANK BACK AGAINST the plush leather seats behind me, and watched as the girl in the cage next to the door rolled her body this way and that. She really knew how to move. Had I seen her before? At a certain point, all of the girls who worked for me started to blur together. 

Either way, this one was good, and I could already see a couple of guys hanging out near her, looking to hit her up for a private dance as soon as they were able to. I hoped she took them for all they were worth – the house got a cut of it, after all, and I knew every dollar in her pocket was a few cents in mine, too. 

“Your turn,” Ian, one of the gambling regulars I was playing with, prompted me. I turned my attention back to our game – I wasn’t even sure what we were playing, to be honest, but something that was easy for my booze-addled mind to make sense of – and looked down at my cards. 

Reaching for my drink, I took a long sip to play for time. I didn’t want to play yet, not until I was sure of the move I was going to make. That was something I had learned from my father – no point in doing anything until you’re sure it’s going to benefit you, and that wasn’t something I was going to let get away from me. 

Finally, I laid down a couple of cards on the small, glossed black table between us, and looked up at Ian, cocking an eyebrow. He sighed, tossed down the rest of the cards he had been holding, and shrugged.

“Guess I’m getting the next round.”

“Guess you are,” I agreed, and I grinned as he rose to his feet and headed to the bar. A little time to myself meant a little time to check out how things were going in the club – it was buzzing tonight, mostly with clientele who had been here with the previous owner. When I bought this place up, I had known that I was stepping into an already-crowded nightclub scene, but I had picked out this particular club because I knew it was in a good enough location to keep people coming in and out no matter what. 

Grisham’s was the kind of club that your girlfriend didn’t want you to go to. Full of dancers – in cages, on stages, in private rooms at the back – and gambling and booze, where plenty of bad decisions were welcome. That was just how I liked it. We’d only been open a couple of weeks under my ownership, but I could tell it was going to be a lucrative new venture for me. And a fun one, too.

I had always picked out new purchases I knew I was going to get something out of. What was the point of doing it otherwise, honestly? My father had solidified us in this city, which meant I could relax and look into stuff that I genuinely enjoyed. Which was exactly what I was intending to do. 

I had already picked up a wrestling team, a minor-league baseball team, a paper company, and now this made the second of my clubs. I had been a little surprised when Harry, the previous owner, had agreed to sell it to me, given that it had always been pretty successful under his watch, but then, people didn’t really turn down our family. If we came to you with an offer, then you would do well to take it. 

“Besides, I’ve been wanting to retire,” Harry had told me as he handed over the deeds to confirm this place was mine. 

“I’m just getting started,” I replied, and he had given me a nervous smile. I knew people were always going to be like this around me, given the reputation my father had earned for himself in this city, but I didn’t mind that. It meant I didn’t have to go out of my way to ensure that everyone respected me. They just did it automatically, and that was how I liked it.

And this club... well, it had already turned out to be a good idea. The girls who worked here were the hottest in the city, the ones who had people coming back for more - I was pretty sure there were a few guys there planning proposals to some of the chicks who were throwing it back for them right now. And the atmosphere was buzzing and bright. Everyone was here to have a good time and make sure they didn’t miss out on the chance to get a seat at one of the best spots in the city. 

I could already think of all the ways that I could make this bigger, better. I knew that we could expand into a new upstairs area, maybe a champagne room for the girls who wanted to rinse the really big spenders. Get a few drinks in them, get them a little horny, and dudes would put down pretty much anything it took to ensure they got a shot with the girls here. 

I’d been like that once, too, but I was smarter now. I knew it was just a performance for them, that they headed backstage when it was done and called their boyfriends or babysitters and headed home. But as far as I was concerned, Hennesey’s was about keeping the fantasy alive for the guys who hadn’t figured out the truth yet. 

I glanced over at Ian, who was having a hard time catching the bartender’s eye at the bar, and reached for my drink. Just whiskey over ice, nothing fancy. I didn’t need anything more than that. I was here to have a good time, same as everyone else, but I wasn’t going to let myself get sloppy. I didn’t want anyone thinking they could get the better of me, just because I was having fun like the rest of them.

The smell of perfume mixed with vodka hung in the air, the sharp mix of sweetness and bitterness enough to make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I loved being in places like this, feeling the anticipation crackling around me, knowing that pretty much anything could happen as long as I decided it sounded fun enough....

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, thinking it might be one of the girls letting me know that she was going to be in late or something. But when I saw who it was, I felt a cold wash of fear hit me hard. 

“Crap,” I muttered. It was Mauro. And I knew Mauro wouldn’t have been reaching out to me right now unless something serious was going on. He knew there was little point in coming looking for me past nine in the evening, that I would be out having the time of my damn life and loving every moment of it. If he was reaching out, it was because something serious had happened.

“Call me .”

That was all the message said. The fear didn’t dissipate. I grabbed my drink and headed to the back door of the club to get a little air, the thumping music fading away as worry started to ring in my ears.

“Mauro, what’s going on?” I demanded, as soon as he answered his phone.

“I’m at the office,” he told me. “Come down, as soon as you can.”

He hung up after that. He was never a man of many words at the best of times, but it was clear this was far from that for him. Mauro had worked with my father for years now, was pretty much his right-hand man, and I knew that we owed him a hell of a lot. He was one of the reasons I had been able to shift towards a more legit business, and I knew that he wanted it to stay that way. As much as my father looked out for me, Mauro was the one who steered me in the right direction when I was getting a little too caught up in one thing or another, and I needed to remember that. 

I was starting to sober up already as I climbed into the cab that I flagged down. I had been tipsy, maybe heading towards drunk, but nothing was enough to pull me out of it like the sound of Mauro talking something serious. He was never someone who overstated anything – in fact, he was more likely to play down something than to make a big deal of it, and I knew the fact he was reaching out to me with all of this had to be bad news. 

I hated this. Jesus. I knew that it was serious. And the fact that it hadn’t been my father calling me... had something happened to him? He and I weren’t exactly chatty, but we kept in touch, and if something big had happened then he would be the one to do something about it. But if he couldn’t talk to me, Mauro would step in to take control...

I climbed out of the cab outside the office building that Mauro worked from and looked up at it with some apprehension. I didn’t want to go up there. There wasn’t a hell of a lot that scared me, but the thought of what might be waiting in the small room that Mauro worked out of was more than I was willing to handle. 

But I headed up the stairs anyway. Whatever it was, he needed me, and I had to prove I wasn’t going to flake out when that happened. The sound of the club was still ringing in my ears, or maybe that was just the panic starting to take control. 

I reached his door and pushed it open without bothering to knock. The two of us had known each other long enough now that we were past the point of playing games. If there was something he needed me to know, I wasn’t going to sit around waiting for it.

Mauro looked up as soon as I came through the door, his face set in a grim expression. His glasses were on the top of his head, and he looked exhausted. He got to his feet, greeted me with a handshake, always formal, even after all these years.

“Thank you for coming down here so quickly,” he told me, and he inhaled deeply. “I think you should sit down.”

“Mauro, will you just tell me what’s going on?” I demanded. I couldn’t handle this any longer. I needed to know. Needed to know what the hell had been so important that he had decided he was going to drag me in here in the middle of the night.

Even though I knew there was only one thing that would come close.

“It’s your father,” he explained. A jolt ran through me. Even though I had suspected it was to do with dad, hearing it come out of his mouth like that was something else entirely.

“What about him?” I asked, ignoring my panic. I needed to stay in control right now, more than anything. The booze had dissipated from my brain, and I was just focused on this, here, now.

“He’s in the hospital,” Mauro explained. “He’s had a heart attack. And, Andreas, I’m sorry to tell you this, but it’s not looking good...”

I sank down into the seat, my knees threatening to buckle out from underneath me. Just as I had suspected – something worse than I ever could have imagined. 

And I knew that, whether I liked it or not, everything in my life was about to change in a way I might not be able to get back to. 
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​​Nadia


––––––––
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STACKING THE SHELVES with what remained of our stock, I caught sight of my watch – and gasped.

“Oh, shit!” I muttered to myself, and I rushed to the back of the store to grab my stuff.

“What is it?” Dad asked, with concern in his voice. He was right to have it. Enough had happened over these last few years that it always seemed like he was on edge, and I couldn’t blame him. 

“I need to get to my other job,” I told him, and he sighed heavily. We didn’t talk about the details, but when it came to the life I had outside of this store, he wasn’t exactly happy about it.

“Do you have to go?” he asked, and I nodded.

“You know I have to, Dad,” I reminded him, as gently as I could. I was sure he would have done anything to make it so I didn’t have to do what I was doing right now, but still. It wasn’t like there was much else we could rely on when it came to keeping ourselves afloat. Sometimes, you had to do stuff you didn’t want to, it was as simple as that. And I wasn’t going to let my own father get pulled underneath a wave of debt if I could help it.

“I know, I know,” he replied, and he leaned on the scuffed-up counter that he served what few customers we had left from. I reached over to give him a hug.

“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I promised him. “Really, I will.”

He didn’t reply. Probably wanted to pretend that the reality was nothing close to what was actually happening right now. I knew it was painful for him to admit I was doing the stuff I was doing, but it was what we needed if we stood any hope at all of keeping this place running. 

I grabbed my bag and headed to the bathroom to change. Just being a waitress there, I knew that I didn’t have to uphold the same standards the rest of the girls in the club did, but if I wanted to make any money in tips, then I was going to have to embrace it a little bit. 

I slipped on a short black dress and made sure that the heels I usually wore for my shifts there were in my bag. No way would I stalk the streets in those things, I would end up breaking an ankle, and they were so painful on my leg injury that sometimes I wondered if it was worth the boost. But, again, the tips were worth it, and there was no way I was going to miss the chance to make every cent I could for us.

I brushed my hair back and slicked on some dark lipstick, touched up my eyeliner, and headed for the door, dropping a kiss on Dad’s cheek before I made it outside.

“You be safe!” he told me, and I smiled at him.

“You know I always am,” I reminded him. He might have hated what I was doing, but that didn’t mean I was going to stop.

The streets were already busy by the time I started off to the club, and I hoped that would reflect on the footfall in the bar tonight. I would be able to make a decent amount of money if there were enough guys in there, getting drunk enough to mistake me for one of the dancers and handing me off huge stacks of cash in the hopes that I would get a little more naked. I would always take it – it was their mistake, and I wasn’t there to talk anyone out of any of those. No, if anything, I was there to make sure people made plenty of them.

Hennessey’s wasn’t exactly the kind of place I had ever seen myself working at. It was a strip club, and though it tried to sell itself as something a little more classy than that, none of the girls working there seemed to be under any illusions about the reality of what they were doing. I doubted that any of the men who came in did either. They were there to get drunk and ogle some girls, maybe buy themselves a private dance if they could afford it and see how far they could get. I was just there to deliver the drinks and make sure it all ran smoothly.

I had thought to hide it from Dad, but I knew he would find out one way or another. He always did. The two of us lived in that little apartment together, and there was no way he would be able to ignore the smell of booze and smoke and cheap body spray on my clothes when I got home. Better that he heard it from me, and knew I wasn’t doing anything too nefarious, than I let his mind wander and come up with a million things he would be too scared to ask me about.

He hated it. I didn’t blame him. But he knew just as well as I did that we were going to need to hustle if we were going to be able to keep the store open. My dad’s little Serbian bodega had been going for nearly three decades now, but it had never been in the kind of trouble that it was in right now. 

It all started when that place opened across the street. That big-ass store that was fancier, had more staff, had more products, seemed to sell most of them for cheaper than even we did. I was pretty sure it had the help of some mobsters behind it, probably using it to launder money or something, but there wasn’t much we could do about that part – the best we could hope for would be to hang on to our regulars, and pray they didn’t get too distracted by what our new competitor had to offer. 

Of course, they did. It didn’t take long until we saw most of our customers slowly drift away to that store, and we were left scrambling to make do with what we had left. I wasn’t going to let Dad lose this place, not a chance in hell, and I knew I had to work double-time to make sure that never happened.

This waitressing gig was just one of the many that I had taken on to try and ensure we didn’t lose this store. I taught dance still, a few days a week, though it wasn’t like I could do much myself – it had been nearly ten years since the accident that had taken me out of that game, and honestly, sometimes I missed it so much it felt like my heart actually ached in my chest. But there was nothing I could do to roll back the clock on that. I just had to work with what I had. 

Sometimes, I would look at the girls working the stage, and I would wonder if I would have been better off up there. I’d be making more money, probably, that was for sure, but I wasn’t certain that was going to be enough to justify doing that to myself. They all seemed so confident, so sure of themselves, and I was certain I would have been tripping over my own feet and basically begging for a way out of it every moment that I was on that stage. 

Besides, I didn’t know if I even had it in me to do that sort of thing for money. I didn’t look down on the girls who did, but I had no clue if I would be able to match up to what they provided. I would likely be kicked out the first night I tried to so much as go near the stage, and I was sure that was a sign that I was to stay off of it for now. 

I arrived at the back of the club, the back entrance that led into the staff area notably worse than the one the customers used. I supposed it shouldn’t have surprised me much; Hennessey’s was all about creating this fantasy for people, this fantasy that they could get lost in, and there was no way we would be able to do that if we were tripping over ourselves to get in there, after all.

I checked my make-up in the mirror, and saw that the cheap lipstick I’d put on had already started to migrate around my face. I sighed and smudged it back into place, wishing I had the nerve to ask one of the dancers to borrow some of their long-wear stuff. It would have made more sense for me. 

I was about to head out, through the front and into the bar area, to see if anyone needed drinks delivered or something like that – but I was waylaid before I could get to the bar, by a man I recognized at once. 

“Mister Ransom,” I greeted him, the owner of the club that was giving me a little work right now. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine,” he replied. He had a curt way about him, always had, and I knew there was no point in letting any of this get the better of me. He was just drunk, no doubt, as he always was, looking for one of his favorite girls to keep him company for the evening. I doubted he had to pay for their time the way the rest of the patrons here did.

“You’re Nadia, aren’t you?” he asked me, and I nodded. I wasn’t even sure, before that moment, that he knew my name, but it was something of a shock to find out he did. I wasn’t sure whether it was a good thing or a bad thing that he was aware of me. A man like that, sometimes it was better to go under their radar than spinning right through it.

“Yes, I am.”

“Can you dance?”

I felt a jolt of discomfort rush through my system. I knew most of the girls here danced, and that I shouldn’t have expected anything else from him. I should have known that, eventually, me just serving drinks wasn’t going to be enough to keep him sated. 

“I’m not a dancer—”

“We need someone to cover for Stacey tonight, she’s out,” he explained. He didn’t sound much like he was giving me a choice. I doubted that he had exchanged ten words with me before this, and now, he was coming out swinging like I owed him something. I frowned at him.

“I’m not a dancer,” I repeated myself, and he rubbed a hand over his face and sighed. 

“You’ll make twice the money you do waitressing,” he offered. “And you won’t have to work as many hours. Just take it, all right?”

I paused. I got the feeling that I didn’t have much of a choice here, one way or the other. I had to go along with what he was telling me, because he was the boss, and the boss got to decide how things ran. I didn’t want to lose my job here by refusing him – and honestly, I knew I could use a little more in the way of money. 

“Just dancing,” I told him, firmly. There was no way I was going to do anything else, not the extras the other girls did in the back. I knew they were just doing what they had to in order to make it, but I couldn’t bring myself to think about it. No way could I put on the act that I was actually attracted to these guys, that I wanted to touch them and please them and... ugh. Just thinking about it made me a little ill.

“Yeah, yeah, obviously,” he replied, waving his hand impatiently. “How quickly can you get on the stage? We have some spare outfits around the back...”

He wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and I knew that the best call I could make would be to go along with what he was offering, take it at face value, and hope for the best. I needed to make more money, and just one night of dancing, that wouldn’t make a difference to the way I felt about myself, would it? My dad would never have to find out – I knew it would kill him if he did – and I wanted to  pull in enough cash to allow both of us to stop worrying for a little while. 

“Sure,” I replied, finally, and he grasped my arm and gave it a grateful squeeze. 

“Thank fuck,” he muttered. “Okay, into the back, the girls will get you set up with everything you need.”

And with that, I knew there was no way that I was getting out of this – I was going to see this through. I was going to dance. Even just for one night, a barrier that I had promised myself I was never going to cross, not as long as I lived...

Shit. I couldn’t believe I was actually doing this. But I needed the money – and I needed to make sure I stayed on Mister Ransom’s good side, above all else.
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​​Andreas


––––––––
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I HATED THIS PLACE.

The smell of antiseptic hung in the air as I made my way through the bright-white corridors, the sound of my footsteps the only thing that I could hear. I was heading up to see my father, and I knew the time that he had left was running low. 

Honestly, I couldn’t imagine what it was going to be like when he was gone. He had been around my entire life, had been the one to guide me through everything, had set me up with my life here. 

And soon – soon, he wasn’t going to be around anymore. And I had no clue what my life was going to look like when he was gone. 

We all knew where this was headed. As I turned into his corridor, I found it lined with a dozen guards. One or two would have done, but nobody wanted to be the guy who left a Salieri open for attack when they were at their most vulnerable. That, or they wanted to say their own goodbyes, in their own way. Protecting him one last time was their chance to do that, their chance to ensure that they didn’t miss out on the opportunity to see this through. 

I opened the door into his room, and paused as I watched him on the bed for a moment. His heart was in the process of giving out, I could tell that just at a glance, and it made my own chest ache to see him like that. I had never in my life imagined my father in this sort of state, unable to so much as hold himself up under his own weight, and I would have been lying if I said it didn’t scare me a little. I hated the sight of a man so strong, so powerful, slipping under the failure of his own body right in front of me.

I took a step towards the bed and he lifted his head, looking at me for the first time. His eyes were blurry and distant, but I knew he recognized me.

“Son,” he rasped, and he reached a hand for me – I took it, crouched down beside the bed. 

“I don’t have much time left,” he told me, and I shook my head at once.

“Dad, we need to see what the doctors say first, you can’t know that for sure—”

“I know it,” he told me, and he looked me dead in my eyes. “I don’t have time for you to dismiss me, Andreas. You need to listen.”

“I’m listening,” I replied, hoarsely. The reality of this was coming in hard, crushing down on top of me. He really didn’t think he was going to be able to make it out of this alive, and the thought of losing him was terrifying. He was the one who had run this business, he was the one who had shown me the ropes, and the thought of having to cope with that all on my own was painfully difficult. 

“You need to take control of the business now,” he continued. “Make sure you keep moving it towards something more legit. But go slow. If we move too fast, then you’re going to leave gaps in the market, and there are people out there who will be all too willing to jump to cover those gaps.”

“I get that,” I agreed. I was trying to focus on everything he was saying. It wasn’t like I was going to have a chance to try and catch up with him on this later. If I missed something, then it was gone for good, gone with him, and I couldn’t let that happen. After everything he had done for me, the very least I could do in return would be to see this through. Make sure I provided everything he was looking for in the wake of his... I couldn’t even say it to myself. Couldn’t even think it. 

“And that’s how you end up with a war,” he finished up. He coughed heavily, his whole body convulsing on the bed. He looked so weak, so weak in a way that I had never seen him before in my life, and that scared the shit out of me. How could this happen? How could he have so quickly turned into this husk of himself?

“I know,” I murmured. Nothing felt like enough. There was so much I wanted to say to him, but I knew if I started spilling it all to him now, he was going to guess that this was the end. He might have come to terms with it himself, but that didn’t mean I wanted to put him through it again with me. 

I adjusted the pillows behind his head, trying to make him as comfortable as I could. I wanted him to be at ease in all of this – I knew it wouldn’t be easy for him to let go, but I needed to reassure him that he was leaving this business in good hands. 

He leaned back against the pillows, and I could tell from the haziness in his eyes that he was starting to drift. I put a hand on his arm, but he barely even seemed to register it. 

“It’s okay, Dad,” I told him, hoping he wasn’t in pain, at least. “It’s okay.”

I wasn’t sure how long I sat there before it happened. I just knew there was no way I could let go of him now. I had to be here with him while he went, the way he would have been there for me, if he could have been. He deserved my support right now, more than any other time in his life. He had been a great father to me, and I needed him to know that I appreciated that, more than anything. More than the businesses he had left to me, more than all of it. When it came down to it, we were in this together, and he had made sure I had everything I needed to get through it in one piece. 

Time ticked on, and my father drifted in and out of wakefulness, his eyes opening briefly and darting around the room before they softened back into rest again. Even now, as he was slipping away from me, I could tell he wanted nothing more than to keep going. To push through. He had never been this ill before, though, and I doubted he was going to be able to hang on much longer. 

“It’s okay, Dad,” I told him, as he closed his eyes for the last time. “You go. Just... go.”

And that seemed to be everything he needed to hear from me. I watched as he slumped back into the pillows one more time, and then, finally, watched as his breath started to slow, his chest softening, his mouth falling shut. 

I could see the last vestiges of life leaving him, and I found myself oddly calm as I watched it happen. Even though I knew I should have been terrified, should have been fighting to keep him here, he seemed so peaceful – I didn’t want to get in the way of that, it didn’t seem fair. I wanted this to be easy for him. I wanted this part of his life to be simple, even though everything that had come before it might not have been. I needed this for him. The last gift that I could give him, a good death.

Finally, he was still, and I sat by his bedside for a long time. Waiting for something to happen, for him to move again, for something that might undo the loss I had just experienced, but nothing changed. I knew there was no way I was going to be able to bring him back. I just needed to accept this, accept that I wasn’t going to be able to save him. He was gone. It was his time. Not many men in his position got to live out their lives until nature took them, but he had been lucky enough to manage just that. I was glad for that, at least, even if everything else felt more horrible than I could put into words. 

After a long while, I rose to my feet again, to find a small cluster of doctors outside the door – I had no doubt that they’d been kept out until I was ready to leave by the guards. They rushed in as soon as I was out, and I did nothing to stop them. Better for them to put my father to rest than for this to go on any longer. 

I knew that, tomorrow, by the time this news had gotten out, chaos would be unfolding around the city. My father was one of the most powerful men in New York, and there was no way that was going to change just because he was gone now. The echoes his death would have would be impossible to ignore or deny, and there was no way I was going to let anyone take advantage of them.

No, it was up to me to step up to the plate and make sure that his legacy stayed intact. He was relying on me to make that happen, and I would be damned if I let it slip through my fingers. Right now, though, there was only one thing on my mind – his funeral. Making it the most impressive send-off that anyone in this city had ever seen before in their lives, and ensuring that my father still had all the influence he did in life, even as he passed on to the next one.
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​​Nadia


––––––––
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IT WAS PACKED BY THE time I arrived at the club, and I could hardly push my way into the changing room to get ready for my shift. Beside me, Irina, one of the other dancers, was carefully re-applying her make-up, and she flashed me a grin.

“Crazy in here tonight, isn’t it?” she remarked to me, and I nodded.

“What’s going on?” I asked her, and she shrugged.

“Looks like Hennessey’s came under some new ownership,” she explained. “Some Mob guy, apparently. Ransom’s out, and the new guy’s in.”

I frowned. I didn’t like the Mob. They were the ones who had driven my father to the brink of bankruptcy, and the ones who now held a debt over his head that he’d been forced to take to ensure he didn’t lose the business. I was working my ass off at the club and at the store, but every time we got close to paying them off, another round of interest seemed to pop up to keep us from getting out in one piece. 

“But hey, means the place is going to be busier for a while,” she remarked, with a shrug. “That’s got to be good, doesn’t it?”

She was right – it should have been a good thing. More customers meant more tips, but more customers also meant there would be less security to keep an eye on things if they started to get out of hand. In the chaos of a busy night like this, it was way easier for guys to push boundaries. And I was determined to do what I could to keep mine firmly in place. 

It had been a couple of years since I had covered a shift here as a dancer, and I had been on that stage pretty much every single night ever since. It was the best way to keep out of the range of grabby man-hands, and I still made decent tips by flirting a little and grinding on the pole. I kept most of my clothes on, but that just seemed to make some of the guys here even more enthused about the idea of getting me bare-ass naked. Honestly, I just wanted to make my money and go, but I had to pretend I loved every second of this if I was going to be able to sell myself to them and make the money I needed. 

“You’re up,” she remarked, nodding to my name flashing on the little ticker screen above the door. I grabbed my heels, threw them on, and headed for the stage. I still hated walking in heels, especially with how they aggravated my hip from the car accident all those years ago.

This wasn’t exactly how I had imagined myself using my dancing prowess, to be honest. But if it made money, and it kept my dad from getting in trouble with the guys he owed, I would take it. I would do anything I could to keep our family together.

Well, almost anything.

I was heading out to the stage, trying to ignore the stares of a couple of the regulars who seemed a little too enthused about me coming out – but before I could reach it, I felt a hand on my arm. I yanked it loose from the grip of whoever was holding me at once, and turned to face him angrily. 

“Don’t touch—” I started, but he cut me off before I could go any further.

“Dance with me,” he told me, and he nodded to the dancefloor next to us. It wasn’t something I did often, but I knew guys would pay well to be seen with a cute woman on the dancefloor, even if it was just for a song or two. I shrugged. 

“Fine,” I muttered. It would save me getting up on that stage, where all those dudes would be ogling me, and at least I could control someone who was right in front of me better than I would be able to a crowd of rowdy men. 

The man pulled me on to the dancefloor, and then slipped his hands around my waist. I had to admit, even though he was just another punter, he was kind of cute. Wavy, dark hair, dark brown eyes, a cheeky smile that he used to soften me up a little. Okay, I knew this was just work, but if I could use a little genuine attraction to him to make this more believable, then I would do it. 

I pressed myself close to him, hands on his shoulders, giving him the impression that I was really enjoying this. He smelled good, too, which was more than could be said for most of the people who came to a club like this. They usually stank of sweat and desperation, but he didn’t seem to have that problem. No, if anything, he had a swagger about him, like he knew he had all my attention to himself and didn’t want to give it up for a moment. 

His hips moved back and forth in time with the music, and I found myself pulling in even closer. Sometimes, I had a hard time pretending that I was even interested in the guys I was dancing with, but this one – well, this one had a confidence about him that just drew me in. I knew he was no different than anyone else here, but he acted as though he was above all of them, and maybe I could believe that for as long as it took to convince him to give me a hefty tip for my troubles. 

I closed my eyes and let the music take control of me. Even now, so many years after the accident that had taken me out of legitimate dancing professionally, I still found a peace in the thump of the beat that I didn’t anywhere else. Even with this stranger close to me, I was able to  let everything else go, let everything just fall away as I focused on him and the music. His hands tightened on to my waist, and he pulled me in a little closer. It was clear that he knew what he wanted, and I just had to play the game and make sure I didn’t give in to him too soon. No matter how tempting it might have been...

Well. Tempting to make some money off of him, of course. Nothing more than that. Honestly, I had no idea what had gotten into me that evening, but I wasn’t going to question it. Maybe it was just the safety of having someone to cling to right now, knowing I didn’t have to go up on the stage for a song or two. I knew one of the other girls who was more confident in themselves would jump at the chance to make the tips that came with working one of the stages in this place, and I just needed to hold out a little longer to ensure that happened.

Suddenly, I felt his mouth close to my ear. His breath was hot on my cheek, and I shivered, surprised at how good it felt. 

“There are back rooms here, aren’t there?” he asked me. “You want to go somewhere more private...?”

I stiffened. I knew some of the girls offered extras of that sort, but I had never done it. Never had the nerve. And besides, I knew that was a boundary I couldn’t cross. My father already hated that I was working here in the first place, and it might put him in the ground if he found out I had been going that one step further to make money.

“No, I’m good,” I replied, and I looped my arms around his shoulders, hoping I could convince him to stay here a little longer. He hadn’t even tipped me yet. I needed to get some money out of him to make sure that all of this was worth my while. 

“You sure?” he murmured, his lips brushing my ear and making me shiver. “I can make it worth your while...”

I pulled back at once and glared at him. 

“Didn’t you hear me?” I demanded. “I said no. I don’t do that shit.”

He cocked an eyebrow at me, clearly not that bothered by my reaction. That just pissed me off even more. A guy like him, he probably enjoyed pushing all the boundaries he could, making it so the girls he was with didn’t have any choice but to go along with his twisted little games.

“Whatever you say,” he replied, and he dropped his hands to his sides, indicating that he didn’t want anything more from me. I glared at him for a moment, hoping he would at least have the decency to hand over a little cash for my time, but he didn’t reach for his wallet. God, this had all been a total waste – and, when I looked over at the stage, I saw that it was still empty. Which meant I had to get up there and make some money to make up for the waste of time that this had been. 

I stomped off back towards the stage and climbed on, ignoring the couple of guys around me who were hooting at the sight of me in my scanty little minidress. I never got naked up there, but I knew the more skin I showed, the better tips I would make, and I had long-since quit pretending that this was about my dancing skills or anything like that.

I tried to focus on the music once more as I grabbed the pole and swung around, moving my hips from side to side in a sexy slither that I had found usually did wonders in loosening the wallets of the guys who were watching me. And that guy, that asshole who’d tried to proposition me for something more, was standing over by the bar, watching me the entire time. 

He had treated me like a hooker. I knew some girls did that, and if that worked for them, so be it. But I wasn’t into that shit. And I hated people treating me as though I had to be, as though there was no other choice for me to do anything but sell my body to make ends meet. I wasn’t going to let just any guy take a crack at me, any man have his way with me. I had rules. I had boundaries. And every time a guy here overstepped them, I was reminded why I didn’t bother with a boyfriend. I didn’t need to deal with more men looking at me like that after I was out of here. 

I hated this place, I really did. Not the girls, they were okay, and we all looked out for each other as best we could. But the guys. The guys who came in and acted like they had any right at all to ask for everything they wanted. I wasn’t for sale, for any price – my body wasn’t something they could throw down a few fifties on and hope for the best. I needed to keep myself above that. Needed to make sure I didn’t go down that path. I had already overstepped so much I had sworn to myself I never would, if I gave in on anything else, I knew it was going to be a nightmare. 

I finished up my dancing on the stage, gathered the handful of tips I had managed to grab from the guys who were watching me, and I was tugging my dress down to head back into the changing area to catch a break when I was waylaid again.

“You able to take these drinks out?” Jake, the bartender, asked me. I sighed and grabbed the tray.

“Sure, but I’m going home after this,” I told him. He furrowed his brow.

“You must be crazy,” he remarked. “You could make a stack of cash in here tonight if you wanted to, place is packed.”

“Yeah, I know,” I replied, gritting my teeth. “I just... need a break tonight, that’s all.”

“Don’t let the new owner see you,” he warned me. “I think he wants the most he can get out of all of the girls, if you know what I mean.”

“You’ve met him?” I asked, and he nodded.

“He’s here tonight,” he explained. “Andreas Salieri. He’s... wait a second, I spotted him a minute ago...”

I followed his gaze around the room, and finally, it stopped on someone. 

“There, that’s him,” he remarked, and I felt my stomach sinking down to my shoes as I saw who he was gesturing to.

The man. The one from earlier who had invited me out onto the dancefloor, the one who had offered me more money to slip off with him. Shit. That was the new owner? And I had already snapped at him and stormed off? Yeah, that wasn’t exactly the dream way of introducing myself, that was for sure.

“You sure about that?” I asked, and he nodded.

“Oh, yeah, certain,” he replied. Andreas was sitting at the bar, sipping on a glass of something, but when he spotted us looking over at him, he lifted his drink in some sort of faux-toast in my direction.

“Do you know him?” Jason asked me, looking surprised that this guy was even acknowledging my existence. I shook my head at once.

“Nope, never seen him before in my life,” I replied at once. I needed to make sure I took another run at making a good impression – there was no way in hell I was going to let this guy ruin my work here. I might not have liked it, but it was the best way I had available to me to make enough money to keep Dad and I out of trouble, and I wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of that.

“I need to get out of here,” I told him, handing the tray back over before I turned on my heel and headed back to the changing rooms. There might have been a lot of money to be made here tonight, but I knew the only way I was going to make it was if I pushed my boundaries – and I had already overstepped with my new boss as it was. Better to get out now, and come back with a new attitude the next day, and hope he would have forgotten all about our little encounter by then.
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​​Andreas


––––––––
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I SIPPED ON MY DRINK and surveyed the room again. Where had she gone?

I was sure I had seen her talking to the bartender not long ago, but after that, I had lost sight of her. I had no idea where she had hustled off to in such a hurry. Clearly, she didn’t want to deal with me anymore, that was for sure, but I was curious to find out just what it was that she found so off-putting about me.

Most girls here would have jumped at the chance to make a little more money. That was what they were all here for, after all, wasn’t it? Pulling in some extra cash, making sure they didn’t miss out on a single dollar. I could practically see the dollar signs flashing in some of their eyes, and I wondered how the guys they were rinsing couldn’t see that. Hell, maybe they could, but the thrill of having a beautiful woman all over them was enough to convince them that it didn’t need to matter. 

But that girl – she hadn’t been up for it at all. A dance, sure, but as soon as I had invited her for more, she had blown me off like I had asked her to run down a puppy with her car. What was that about? She had headed to the stage after that, grabbed some cash there, but since then, I hadn’t seen her anywhere. Which was seriously strange. The place was packed, and most of the girls were out there hustling hard, making every cent they could off this new clientele I had managed to bring in with me. 

This place would need plenty of scrubbing before it was up to the level of my other clubs, but it was a start. It had a decent amount of regular visitors as it was, and the girls who worked here seemed, for the most part, pretty keen to do what they could to keep them coming back. Once I had cleaned it out a bit, pulled in some new staff who really knew what they were doing, it would be downright great. 

For now, though, I was just getting a feel for the place, understanding the lay of the land and making sense of everything I needed to do. Which meant going undercover as a guest. Of course, I would get the free drinks and the free dances, I wasn’t going to pass that up, but I wanted to understand just what kind of experience I might be able to expect if I was walking through that door as a regular customer on any night of the week. 

I knew news of my new ownership had spread around, because this place wouldn’t have been half as busy without it. But yet, in the middle of all of that, I found myself focused on one person and one person alone – that girl who had blown me off, pretty much told me straight to my face that I couldn’t buy her time like that. I wanted to find her. I wanted to figure out what her deal was, and just how she fit into the ecosystem of a place like this. 

I headed back to the bar, where I had spotted one of the staff talking to her; he hustled himself over to me, clearly wanting to make a good impression.

“Can I get you another drink?” he asked me, and I nodded, handed him my empty glass. As he poured me another vodka-sour, I dropped the question.

“That girl you were talking to earlier,” I remarked. “What was her name?”

“Which one?”

“The dancer, the one with the blond hair,” I explained. 

“Uh, she’s Nadia,” he replied, furrowing his brow as he tried to pull up something else in the way of information. 

“Last name?”

“I don’t really know anything else about her,” he admitted. “She keeps herself to herself around here. Guess that’s the way she likes it.”

“I see,” I muttered. I didn’t like being shut out of something I wanted to find out more about, and that girl had something about her that I found genuinely intriguing. She had been dancing up on me as though she had really felt something, and then had pulled back and practically cussed me out when I had offered her more. 

“Yeah,” The bartender replied, handing me my drink. “Is there anything else you need?”

“No, that’s it,” I replied. “Thanks.”

I turned my attention back to the club in front of me, and took in all the details I knew I needed to consider. There was so much here that I wanted to update, so much I wanted to improve, but even now, it was clear that people were happy to come and just get the attention of these cute girls. Amazing what a few desperate men could do to boost the clientele and turnover of a place like this.

Most of the women seemed pretty enthusiastic about their jobs, grinning and laughing at jokes I knew couldn’t have been in the least bit funny. But hey, that was part of their jobs, and I knew they were just trying to make the most they could before they got out of here.

Maybe that was what Nadia had done. Grabbed her cash from the stage and then made a break for it. I couldn’t say I blamed her, she must have known she would have a lot of competition here tonight. But still – she was striking enough that she could have blown all of them out of the water with not much more than a smile. With her dark blond hair, those green eyes, and that soft, supple skin, she had caught my attention from the moment she walked into the room. 

But she seemed different from the rest of the women here, too. Removed. Like she didn’t want to associate herself with them, didn’t want to think of getting too close if she could avoid it. What kind of life did she have outside of this place, I wondered? What kind of world was she a part of that she didn’t want anything to do with the men who would have given her more money for her time? I guessed that she was married, had a boyfriend, at least, one who would have been seriously jealous if he found out she’d been giving out anything other than sultry stares to the men in this place. 

But hey, that wasn’t my problem. As long as she kept turning up for work and pulling in some cash and clientele for this place, she could stick around, as far as I was concerned. My main focus right now was ensuring this place stayed ticking over, kept busy with everything we needed to do to make money, and I would do anything it took to make sure that happened.

Ransom had been quick to hand it over. But then, people weren’t often keen to put up a fight when it came to my father’s legacy. Yeah, he might not be around anymore, but that didn’t mean he was totally gone – his influence was still there, and I had no doubt that the people who were scared of him remained as scared of me, too. Judging by how fast Ransom had handed this place over to me, I couldn’t exactly think anything different. 

But I was getting bored here now, and I knew I needed a good night’s rest if I was going to come in fresh-faced tomorrow and take care of everything that needed to be taken care of. I knew this place needed work, and I didn’t want to be hungover or exhausted as I set about getting it done.

I texted my driver, Kieran, told him to meet me outside the club in five minutes, and gathered my stuff. Before I left, I cast one last look around for that woman, wondering if I’d have a chance to speak to her again, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. Oh, well. I was sure I would get to know her story, the same way I knew everyone else’s, soon enough. I just needed to stick it out and wait for her to come to me. Everyone did, eventually. 

I headed out to climb into the car, leaned back against the thick leather seats, and let out a sigh. It was good to get out of there. Even though I enjoyed the clubbing scene, now that I was the one calling the shots in all of this, it felt different – felt like there was so much more for me to worry about than there had been before, and I wasn’t sure I was up for the job of dealing with it. 

No. I was. I could. I didn’t want to let myself even think for a second that I couldn’t handle all of this, since I knew I was able to. My father wouldn’t have left me this business if he didn’t think I could handle everything he had left behind for me. I had to live up to that, live up to the sureness he had in me. 

There might have been a lot to take on, but that was all right. I could manage it. If I could handle what he’d given me so far, then I could handle anything.

I peered out of the window, at the busy streets outside. New York was never quiet, even in the middle of the night like this; one of the reasons investing in a nightclub was a guaranteed way to make money. Plus, there was never time to just sit around and get lost in your own thoughts. You could always find someone to bounce off of, someone who was on the same wavelength as you. There was never a reason to feel lonely. 

Even if I did, just now. Just a little. My father and I had been close, and his loss was pressing particularly hard on the back of my mind right now. I wanted him to be proud of me, wherever he was, and I hoped he was happy with everything I was doing with his legacy and his name.

Out of the window, I saw a little bodega that I recognized. There were plenty of places around here that relied on us to keep them afloat during times of struggle, and that was yet another one of them. A little Serbian place, owned by this hunched older man who looked as though he wanted to go to sleep for our entire conversation. Not exactly a surprise as to why his business was struggling, if he had approached it with the same commitment that he did asking me for a loan.

I would need to go in there and check on them. Make sure they remembered that they owed me. I needed to keep these people on their toes, and I didn’t want any of them thinking they would be able to get away with ducking out of the debts they owed me. 

But I would do that tomorrow, on my way back to the club. It would be a good chance to get back out on the ground, make sure people knew my name and remembered just who the hell I was in all of this. 

I was my father’s son. And that was the only damn thing they needed to understand about the kind of person I was.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Seven
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​​Nadia


––––––––
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I TIPTOED IN THE DOOR, and peeped around it to make sure my father was asleep. There he was, out for the count in his bed – I smiled with relief, and slipped into the bathroom next to my room. 

I was still fuming from that encounter at the club. Fuming most of all, to be honest, at myself, for not being able to see that the man who had approached me was someone important. How could I have been so stupid as to think I would get away with everything so easily? My life had never been easy, and the universe seemed intent on throwing every single curve ball it could my way.

Of course I had stormed off from my new boss. Of course I had. How could it have gone any other way? I was never good at reading people, and it was clear this wasn’t going to be any exception.

I had headed home soon after I had danced with him, not wanting to stick around long enough for him to say something else to me. Something like, you’re fired for being such a bitch to the man who’s paying your rent. 

I pushed that to the back of my mind as I locked the door and start running the bath. I knew I should have been going to bed – the store opened in five hours, and I would have to be up to help with it – but I needed some time to unwind and relax after the night I’d had. 

I always preferred to have a bath when I got back from the club. The smell of booze and smoke clung to my skin for hours if I didn’t, and I knew my father hated being reminded of that side of me. He accepted that I did what I had to do, but I didn’t want to make him think about it anymore than he already did. 

He felt bad enough for not being able to provide for me. I wished I could tell him he had nothing to feel bad about, that I loved him for everything he had tried to do for me anyway – that I appreciated, in ways I could hardly put into words, how much he had done to look after me since Mom had passed away. He had been the one there after the accident, the one who had paid for my recovery and supported me as I tried to get back on my feet again. The one who had pushed me around in the wheelchair until I could walk properly again. I didn’t want him feeling bad about anything I did, because I was just paying him back for everything he had gone out of his way to do for me over the years.

Of course, he would never see it like that. He always saw it as some sort of failing, something pathetic on his account. He wanted me to be able to live the life of my dreams, but honestly, ever since the accident, I’ve known that would be impossible for me anyway. I didn’t want him to tie himself in knots over me. But he was my father, and I knew he always would, to some extent. Especially since we were the only family either of us had here. 

I slipped out of the dress I had been wearing to dance and slid beneath the water, letting out a satisfied little sigh as it lapped over my body. It wasn’t often that I got any time for myself, and when I did, I knew I had to make the downright most of it every step of the way. I felt so exhausted most of the time, all I could do was crawl into bed, pull the covers over my head, and snatch a few hours of sleep here or there, but now, I was going to relax. And use that fancy shower gel I had gotten in a set for Christmas from some distant aunt five years ago. 

As I massaged the gel into my body, I tried my best to let the stresses of the day go. I knew I would have to do some serious groveling to my new boss tomorrow as soon as I saw him again, but hopefully he would understand that I had only reacted the way I had because I thought he was just a pushy customer. Maybe he would be impressed, with the way I had stood up for myself...? Yeah, well, I could hope. 

I wouldn’t be surprised if he got rid of me, to be quite honest. Most of the girls there were willing to do the extras the guys suggested to them, and I was taking up a spot from someone who could have taken things to the next level. I prayed I would be able to hang on to that job, though, because the tips there were pretty much the only thing keeping my father and I from being out on the street. I couldn’t lose it. 

But I couldn’t take it any further, either. I knew I couldn’t do that. I would never be able to forgive myself if I did, and the last thing I needed in my life right now was this feeling that I had betrayed the last boundary I had. 

God. What would have happened if I hadn’t been in that accident? It was a question I did my best not to linger on for too long, because it was so easy to get pulled down that deep rabbit hole of depression and hurt, but sometimes, it was hard not to wonder what my life would have been if I hadn’t been struck by that car. I would still be dancing, I was sure of it, and even if I wasn’t making a whole lot of money, at least I wouldn’t have to compromise my values to do it. 

I might have been able to support my father better, too. At least he wouldn’t have gone almost bankrupt paying for the treatment it took to get me back on my feet. Sometimes, I joked with him that the only reason he had done all of that for me was because he needed someone to stack the shelves, but honestly, occasionally, I wondered if there was more truth to that than either of us would have liked to admit.

I didn’t have time for anything else in my life. Which I knew was totally unhealthy, but what else could I do? It wasn’t fair, but life wasn’t fair. I just had to come to terms with that, get over it, and remember that I was doing all of this because I wanted my father to be happy. Wanted him, at least, not to spend every moment of his life worried about how he was going to make ends meet. 

Other women my age were settling down, dating, meeting guys, but I didn’t have time for that. Not in a million years. No way could I fit in something as decadent as a date on my current schedule. And I doubted any decent guy would want anything to do with me, once they found out what I did for a living. Who wanted to marry into a family that was in the midst of a constant money problem, with a wife who would be running out of the door to make it to her dancing gig every evening at a club that wasn’t exactly known for its artistic prowess?

Still, sometimes I wondered what it might have been like if I could actually find someone, someone who could make me happy. Someone who would look at me and see past all the chaos in my life, someone who would understand that I was only doing all of this because I had to. If I had any other options out there, I would have taken them, and I prayed one would turn up, sooner rather than later.

Andreas flickered through my mind again. The way he had danced with me, there was no denying how my body had responded to him, and some part of me hated myself for giving in to that so easily. He must have been used to having this effect on women, but I wasn’t going to give in, just like that, like it was nothing. I wasn’t there to be plucked off the dancefloor by whatever random man saw me and decided he liked what he saw. I was working. 

And I was working for him now, too. Maybe not for much longer, but at least for now. And that meant that I kept things strictly business with him, not trying to make money off of him in the way I might have with other guys at that bar. 

Ugh, I hated this. Hated the way he had made me feel. Because there had been something hot about the way he had moved against me, his hands on my body, like he owned me and wanted everyone to know about it. I supposed, on some level, he did. 

It had been a long time since I had felt any actual, genuine chemistry with a guy, and something about it was throwing me off my game. That closeness... it had opened up something in me that I had been doing my best to ignore for so long now I had hardly remembered it existed in the first place. 

I had to admit, I was a little turned-on by the thought of him. And I knew I couldn’t let something like that carry on – I needed to get him out of my system, once and for all, make sure that nothing that he did or said got in the way of me doing my job and making my money.

I traced my hand over my stomach, and down between my thighs, the water steaming in the dark room around me. Was I really going to do this...?

But before I could stop myself, I let my fingers dip into my pussy, and I began to move them slowly in circles as I pictured the way he had felt when he had been dancing with me. 

His hands were so strong. He had been so confident when he was moving against me, as though he knew he had me right where he wanted me, at least for that moment. And he had made it pretty clear he had wanted more, too, if I had been willing to give it to him. If I had just slipped backstage with him, behind that curtain, then anything at all could have happened...

I could imagine his mouth finding mine, and I moved my fingers with a little more purpose between my legs. God, it felt good – it had been a long time since I had felt my libido sparking with anything like the kind of passion that it was now, and I had to press my lips together to keep from making a moan. I squeezed my thighs around my hand, clenching tight, needing more, my body crying out for it. 

I imagined his mouth tracing down my body, over my neck, the heat of it against my skin – his hands, strong, as he pulled me against him, my body nothing but a toy for him to play with. The power he had over me, he knew it, and he knew just what I would do to satisfy him. And yet, in my head, all he cared about was pleasing me, making sure I got everything that I craved...

Suddenly, I felt the orgasm shudder through me, and I cried out – clamping a hand over my mouth, I prayed to God my father hadn’t been woken up by that sound. As I felt the waves of pleasure start to dissipate, I wondered what the hell was wrong with me – that man had totally pissed me off, and yet here I was, enjoying the thought of him doing more to me than I ever would have dreamed of in real life. 

I got out of the bath, dried myself off, and headed to my bedroom. I didn’t want to think about him anymore. Whatever had just happened, I wasn’t going to let it get inside my head. I needed to get some sleep to prepare myself for work tomorrow, and hopefully we’d made enough money this month that I wouldn’t have to go work at the club tomorrow evening. 

But I got the feeling I wasn’t going to be getting away from that man so easily. And that my encounters with Andreas Salieri had only just begun. 
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Chapter Eight
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​​Andreas


––––––––
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WHEN I WOKE UP THE next morning, I rolled right out of bed and into the shower before the tiredness could hit me too hard. 

It had been a long night, and I knew it was going to be an even longer day ahead of me. The last thing I needed was to laze around in bed and fail to get anything done. I already had a couple of messages from Mauro, nudging me in the right direction, and the first one was to do with the market that I had passed the night before – that little bodega that owed us money. 

I wanted to go down there and just talk. I knew I could have sent some of my guys there and they would have put the fear of God into the owner, whoever he was, but my gut told me to be a little gentler with him. He was another Serbian, after all, and we had to look out for each other. I wasn’t going to cut him too much slack, but giving him a little more time wouldn’t hurt. It wasn’t like we needed the money. 

I got dressed and headed out to the car, where Kieran was already waiting for me. I assumed one of the staff had called ahead to let him know that I was on my way, and I was glad I wasn’t going to have to bother with calling him. One of the best things about this work was that everything ran smoothly without you having to put in all that much effort, and that was just the way I liked it. I wanted it to be simple for me, given that most of what it took to run this business was utterly complex in ways I was still getting my head around.

“Take me to Unders Street,” I told Kieran. “I have a store owner I need to see down there.”

Kieran nodded, adjusted his mirror, and we pulled out of the long gravel driveway of my family home. I’d heard people refer to it as a mansion, but that seemed a bit of an overstatement to me; sure, it wasn’t small, but that didn’t mean it was some sort of damn castle. Besides, my father had worked hard to earn it, and I wasn’t going to feel ashamed of what he had left me now that I was in charge here. 

It was a bright day, sunny but a little cold, and it reminded me of all those stories my father had told me about Serbia. I had been once or twice when I was much younger, but most of what I knew of that place came from what he had told me. He’d grown up there, and it was from his home country that he’d gotten his hardcore sense of motivation. He told me he never wanted to go back there to live, but that it taught him how to fight – how to stand up for himself and get what he knew he deserved. 

That was why he had been such a success when he had come over here. There weren’t many people willing to work as hard as he had, and he was willing to pull on his contacts from back home, too. So many people who came from Serbia seemed determined to leave everything about that life behind, but he knew his connections from his home country were the most powerful thing he had going for him. 

He had never forgotten who he was, and that was something I intended to carry forward myself, too. Which was exactly why I intended to give this little bodega a break for a couple of days, even though I could have sent in my guys and gotten the money the owner owed me in an instant.

“Here,” I told Kieran, gesturing to the side of the street I wanted to be let out on, and he pulled the car to a halt and let me out. I spotted a few people peering at me nervously, and I knew why. It wasn’t like I was exactly inconspicuous, turning up in this part of town in a car as fancy as that. They knew what I was there for, and they were worried that they were going to get pulled into it. 

But I had no interest in causing any trouble today. I just wanted to get in, get out, and make it clear I wasn’t going to take much more in the way of falling behind on debts. I never wanted people to think I’d gotten soft. And I sure as hell didn’t want anyone to think I was going to rain down hellfire on everyone who owed me, either. It was a tough act to balance, but I was determined that I would find a way to do it.

The man behind the counter looked up as soon as he heard the rusty old bell over the door tinkle, and when he saw who was standing there, his eyes widened and he dived out from behind the till.

“Mister Salieri,” he greeted me, his voice trembling slightly. I wasn’t always sure I liked having this impact on people, but then, I wasn’t going to argue with it, either. The reputation my father had left behind had insured that nobody fucked with me, and that was the way I preferred to keep it.

“Mister Litvenko,” I replied, calmly. I could see that his hands were shaking a little, and I wasn’t sure if that was to do with his age or the panic that he was feeling right now.

“I suppose you’re here about the debt,” he blurted out, and I crossed my arms over my chest and nodded.

“That’s correct.”

“And I – I want you to know, we’re doing everything we can to get it paid back,” he continued, speaking quickly, wringing his hands as he went. The blood had drained from his face, and he looked almost comically pale now. I wondered what he had heard that had gotten him so nervous, if he had been made aware of what had happened to the other people who hadn’t paid us back in time.

“I assumed so,” I replied. “How close are you now?”

“Days away,” he promised me, nodding enthusiastically. “We just – we're waiting for a few final things to come together, and then we can give it back to you in full.”

I reached out to place a hand on his shoulder, doing my best to calm him. I didn’t need him freaking out on me. That was only going to make getting my money back that much harder. 

“I’m not going to cause any trouble for you,” I told him. “We Serbians have to look out for each other, don’t we?”

He nodded, not taking his eyes off of me, as though he was sure there was something to come at the end of that statement that would throw him off his game.

“Three days,” I told him. “I’ll be back to collect in three days, and then we can leave all of this behind us for good, can’t we?”

“Of course,” he blurted out, and he seemed beyond relieved that I wasn’t going to demand more from him yet. I smiled, making sure that he understood just what I was doing for him right now. He must have been aware of what had happened to other people who had failed to deliver on their debts. 

“Good,” I replied, and I offered him one last smile. I had no idea how long he had been running this place – maybe it was a hand-me-down from his father, but judging by the thickness of his accent, I would have been surprised to find out he was an American native. But this place was hodge-podged together enough that I could imagine his family running it, relying on the friends they had made to keep the doors open and make sure that they didn’t lose out on more money than they could handle.

Which hadn’t worked, clearly, since he had needed me to step in to cover for him. But hey, in a matter of days, he would be done with his debt – if he stuck to his word, of course. Though I wasn’t sure he was really going to be able to see that through. Something told me he was just saying what he could to get me out of here so my presence didn’t scare away his customers, most of whom were not likely to walk into a store with some Serbian villain waiting inside. 

I turned to head out of the door, and I heard him let out a sigh of relief as soon as my back was to him. Even though I had been nothing but polite to him, I knew he would be downright relieved to get me out of there. When it came to normal life, like this, I was an anomaly. That was why I spent most of my time in nightclubs, when I was out at all – I blended in there, and nobody thought twice about my presence. 

I would head back to the club after this, take a look at it now that everyone was out and we were facing the clear light of day. I was sure it would look worse, under the unflinching daytime light, but that was what I was there for – to ensure that I scrubbed it up into the luxury place I knew it could be. 

My father had insisted that I work towards going legit, and that was what I had been focusing on as much as possible. Yeah, we loaned a few people money just to make sure the interest kept trickling in, and I doubted the banks would have been too pleased about the way we enforced it when we didn’t get what we wanted, but for the most part, I was turning my father’s empire into something we could both be publicly proud of. No need to hide ourselves or pretend we hadn’t earned everything we had. We could be honest. And that was what I wanted, more than anything. 

Truthfully, the thing that got to me the most was knowing he wasn’t here to revel in the winnings that we were going to take. Not just the literal cash, but the move into real society. He had set this up for me to take home, and I wasn’t going to let him down – but I wished he was here to see it. I knew he would have been so proud of everything I had been able to achieve. 

And that was why I kept my head down and got on with it. Because it was the least I could do, to keep his empire alive. He had worked from the ground up to make sure I didn’t have anything to worry about, to make sure all I had to do was build on what he had laid down. 

Hennessey’s was going to be my way into the mainstream, I knew it. With the dancers and the bar downstairs, and the tables upstairs, all I had to do was turn up the luxury a little and I would be laughing. 

And, hopefully, find out just what the hell was going on with that girl who had danced with me the other night – and why she thought it was okay to talk to her boss the way she had. 
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