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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Serbian

      Princess is "Princeza" (Принцеза)

      Serbian surnames do not always follow strict masculine/feminine rules like Russian ones do, but some do reflect gender changes in certain contexts—e.g., "Petrović" might become "Petrovićeva" for a woman in informal use.

      In this book, Petrovićs name is Russian

      1	Surnames ending in -ov, -ev, or -in (common masculine endings):

      ◦	Add -a for the feminine form.

      ◦	Example:

      [image: black small square]	Petrov → Petrova
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            BIANCA

          

          SISTER, SOLDIER, SACRIFICE.

        

      

    

    
      The war took its toll on us, both in terms of men and money, as well as stress. I’m relieved that’s over. Now we can get back to living.

      Now, there is peace.

      Vincenzu, my uncle, disappeared after a human trafficking ring was exposed. Stefano, is the new don of the Moretti empire, and he’s just as evil as his brother.

      After my brothers removed the Serbian leader, Miloš, his younger brother, Vukan, took over.

      Vukan Petrović.

      Ugh.

      Even now, I regret the moment our paths crossed. I wish I could forget him.

      But I can’t.

      The man has a godlike physique, brooding gray eyes, and a chiseled chin.

      And it pisses me off is that he got the drop on me at the warehouse. I was going to save the day—again.

      But he ruined it!

      No one gets the drop on me—no one.

      I owe him for that.

      I tried to fend him off, but his chest is like Kevlar—impenetrable.

      I couldn’t knock him off his feet—that’s how solid he is. He’s older than my brother, Matteo, but Vukan’s looks are misleading.

      He’s surprisingly agile, and I’m sure, deadly.

      No matter how hard I fought that night, I was no match for him. Hell, I barely landed a punch. I definitely didn’t hurt him.

      And what really pisses me off is that I got the feeling he was, well, amused.

      I remember that night. The night he held me, and I couldn’t move— how his muscular forearms, covered in ink, wrapped around me when bullets flew. His arms were strong and held me like a vice grip. I could barely breathe. And escape was impossible.

      He was different. He held me tighter than he needed to—his chest was an unyielding wall. He smelled like aged tobacco and musk mingled with the faint trace of cedar. And that’s when I knew I had met my match.

      The smell of gun powder singed my nose, but he held his position. The gunfire didn’t faze him. He had me in his grip,  against his body. It was well, intimate.

      It’s as if we were meant to be together. The way we just fit was unnerving and made me uncomfortable.

      He was too close, too knowing, and too god damn sexy.

      And those eyes, the steely, cold gray eyes that didn’t blink.

      It makes me shudder to think of what they’ve seen, what he’s witnessed.

      And when it was over?

      His gaze didn’t leave mine. It’s as if we had an intimate moment, but we’d never met.

      His voice is unforgettable, deep, and commanding.

      When he whispered, “Opusti se mače.” I melted. I don’t speak his language, but I speak six others. And those words?

      Sounded like, “Relax, Kitten.”

      The nerve of him. I’m no one’s kitten!

      He knew he wasn’t going to kill me when he grabbed me. It’s one of those details my brothers didn’t tell me before the showdown.

      I hate secrets. Unfortunately, they are the foundation of our empire.

      And to make matters worse, my brothers kept secrets from me. Now, Vukan has an alliance with my family.

      I hate to admit it, but he isn’t like his creepy, deranged brother. Vukan must be a reasonable man because he has helped us. Actually, he negotiated with us. However it happened, he played a crucial role in bringing the war to an end.

      I don’t need anyone. My fucked up childhood made it impossible for me to trust anyone.

      I’ve spent my life earning my independence. I don’t need anyone.  Least of all him. It’s infuriating to think that we are indebted to the Serb. The fact that we own anyone is a travesty, but we saved Amara and her grandmother that night, and that’s what matters.

      I only discovered the details of the deal after the dust had settled. And that pisses me off, too! So much for family meetings! I guess I’m only included when it’s convenient.

      I don’t like being the odd one out. But, being the only woman in the family, I’ve taken more than my share of hits, as evidenced by my brother’s secret meeting—and the secret alliance with the Serbs.

      As if they can’t trust me!

      Men!

      But Vukan is one fine specimen.

      He’s mysterious and commanding. Oddly, I picture him in a kinky sex club, surrounded by leather and lace. I’m sure women fawn over him. Hell, they probably flock to him. I doubt he ever has to lift a finger because they’re already wrapped around it.

      I’ve also learned he’s worth a fortune. That never hurts.

      After the dust settled, I learned he was in cahoots with my brothers and we owe him.

      I hate owing anyone. Vukan is a killer. I saw him shoot Stefano Moretti in the head. Brains splattered. I was mortified. I swallowed my screams, but the nightmares won’t let me forget what I witnessed.

      The deafening noise of guns, the smell of gunpowder, and the rapid-fire bullets that pinged on the warehouse walls were unnerving.

      I shudder, shaking off the memories of the dead bodies inside the warehouse—the outcome of the Morettis’ failed alliance with the Serbs.

      I’ve tried to shrug off the final scenes of the war, but the nightmares still haunt me.

      War was different from the scenarios we practiced at school. As much as I’ve trained to carry out espionage missions, I’ve discovered the face of it in real life is—well, chilling.

      I thought with time, I would get over the events that brought me face-to-face with killers.

      But nothing could be further from the truth. I put on a brave face around my family, but inside?

      I’m a hot mess.

      It’s been weeks, and I still have night terrors. But what’s more unsettling is that I can’t forget what it felt like to be in Vukan’s arms, and being held with my back against his massive chest. The man is covered in ink, and I’m curious to know what they all mean, but mostly, I want to feel safe again.

      I felt secure in his arms as the burned gunpowder swirled around us.

      Oddly, it was hot, and I’m not talking about the air.

      The life-and-death situation was a turn-on in a sick way. His voice was calm and confident as he barked orders to his men.

      A confidence that rivaled my own until that night.

      It was one night of chaos, and I can’t forget him.

      He’s a man with a strong chest, broad shoulders, and a silken voice that is not easily forgotten.

      If I’m lucky, I’ll never see him again.

      He’s a trained killer, and his family is into trafficking women. I have no tolerance for that, nor does my family.

      I push memories of him away as I maneuver my McLaren into a tight parking spot. My brothers want me to travel with a guard, but I refuse to do so. We’ve already had a war, and it’s over.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      Besides, I can protect myself.

      And I’m living life to the fullest while we enjoy peace between the families.

      I park, waiting for my door to lift before I exit the car. I walk to the large building. I nod and smile at strangers in the halls. I’m sure they all think I’m a board member. And after checking in, I walk to Joanne’s office.

      My girlfriend, Joanne, works at Cradle and Crown. It’s a home for abandoned infants and children.

      I’m dressed as a woman of my stature—the only princess in the Borrelli family. I’m wearing bottom-heeled shoes, a two-piece outfit that would put JLo’s to shame, and no outfit is complete without a vintage bag. Today, it’s a Birkin hanging on my arm.

      Yes, my brothers spoil me. I’m sure part of it is derived from the fact that Dad was a real bastard to me. But my brothers? We’re close. I can’t imagine my life without them.

      Perhaps being the baby in the family is why I love kids. I never had a younger sibling to play with as a child. Pietro and I are the closest in age, and we’re tight. But he’s married now and has a baby on the way.

      Children are innocent and deserve a home with loving parents. A child without a parent breaks my heart. And yes, I grew up without my mother, and I’m sure on some level a part of me over-identifies with these kids.

      I love my freedom. I love adventure. I’m sure it’s a self-correction for my childhood of living with our controlling father. He micromanaged me, spoke to me condescendingly, and generally despised me.

      I shiver just thinking about him. I’m sure there are traumas I’ve locked away in a vault. But perhaps, from my tragic past, there is a sliver of light. Since we’re wealthy, I donate to many worthy causes close to my heart. And, from the ashes of my past, I hope to build a better future for children.

      I hate the fact that so many kids are abused and abandoned. I know what it’s like to be unwanted and forgotten. There’s no one there to cheer you on when you have an accomplishment, like winning a shooting tournament or tossing an opponent on the mat.

      But these children, they’re like me.

      They were born to parents who mistreated them or couldn’t take care of them. I tell myself I come here because it’s therapy to heal my inner child, but it’s more than that.

      I love kids. I love holding them and talking to them. I secretly will them to succeed in a world that can be unfair and cruel. I hope in some small way, I’ve made a difference in their lives. I don’t need accolades for my work.

      I only want to make a difference. I want to be the person who cares, the person who speaks for them when they couldn’t speak.

      And no matter how much I do for them, they give me more than I can ever return. They always bring me happiness. I get wrapped up in their smiles when they say cute things. They trust me and shower me with love.  They make me laugh. I’ve discovered that being around them puts my life into perspective.

      And with them, well, it’s the only place where I can let my guard down.

      I peek inside the small office. Joanne is a tall brunette with soft eyes and a friendly smile. I met her at a children’s fundraiser last year. We just clicked, and we’ve been friends ever since.

      I knock softly on the doorframe.

      “There you are!” Joanne exclaims. She pulls herself to her feet and closes the distance between us. “How are you?”

      “Great!” I lie. I can’t share all the details of darkness in my life, but it helps me when I share what I can with her. She doesn’t want to hear my hard-luck life filled with money and prestige while she toils away raising money for innocent children.

      In my eyes, she’s the real hero.

      I hug her. “Long time no see.”

      “I know, I’m sorry,” she replies as she pulls back. “You’re here for a fix?”

      “Of course,” I happily reply.

      “You can leave your purse here. I’ll lock my office.”

      I set my pink bag on the floor under her desk. “We’re understaffed, but I’ll pull some strings on the baby wing.”

      I turn and follow her to the second floor.

      “What have you been up to?” I ask.

      “Work, what else is there?” She chuckles.

      I know she loves her job. She handles the grants for the center. It’s a low-paying job, but it’s a job she loves.

      There are days I’m envious of her. She’s found her mission in life. And it’s a noble one.

      Me?

      I haven’t figured out what I want to do–yet.

      I’m using the summer to decompress and think about my future. My ability to translate foreign languages is a plus. I can help my brothers with our foreign distributors and translate contracts because we import and export legitimate goods as a front for illegal contraband.

      I’m considering earning a law degree, but I’m hesitant about staying in one location for four years. That’s partly why I loved living in Switzerland. It was convenient for a quick getaway. I could be anywhere in the world in a day.

      My brother knows I change my mind like I change my clothes. I have no time for men because I move with the wind. Time is of the essence, and I must make a decision about my future soon, but I’m content with volunteering for the time being.

      “How are you feeling? Are your nightmares subsiding?” Joanne isn’t one to pry. She knows I’ve had a trauma, but she’s safer not knowing the grisly details.

      “No. I wish.” I sigh.

      “I’m sure the babies’ coos will get your mind off it.”

      “You’re the best.” I smile. My shoes click on the tile. “I’m so happy to see you. You’re amazing.”

      The truth is, she’s the sister I never knew I needed.

      We’re in different income brackets, but it doesn’t phase us. I buy drinks when we go out. She protests, but I insist.

      I give her outfits and tell her they are collecting cobwebs in my closet, which would be true if they ever made it to my closet.

      She’s a professional who attends events and, looking successful, helps raise money, or so I tell myself.

      The truth is that I enjoy making the people I love happy.

      “Here we are,” she announces as she puts a code in the electronic pad and pulls the door open.

      I step inside the nursery. It’s a large room, and it breaks my heart that it’s filled with babies no one wanted.

      “We just got a newborn yesterday. She’s over there,” she says, nodding toward the other side of the room. I follow her, and I’m anxious. Babies have an innate ability to turn me into a puddle of goo.

      I’m an expert in martial arts, but a baby lays me flat out without even lifting a finger.

      They are my kryptonite.

      I pick up the tiny baby in the clear bin. Her face is a bit red, and her lips pucker as if she were going to cry.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you,” I whisper. My voice soothes her, and she nestles into my arms—her lips purse in a soft little O.

      “You’re a natural. I’m sure you’ll have a large family one day.”

      I chuckle. “They’re so innocent,” I say, marveling at Little Girl. I call them “Little Girl or Little Man. Names aren’t assigned unless they were known when they came in.

      “Sit in the rocker,” Joanne suggests.

      I sink into a nearby rocker, leaning forward. I place Little Girl in my lap. I move her into the middle of the baby blanket before I wrap the cloth tightly around her tiny body. Swaddling a baby is no small feat.

      I marvel at her. She’s beautiful, sweet, and innocent. I lift her into my arms again, raising her to my cheek as I close my eyes. I inhale. I love the familiar scent of babies. I smile and nuzzle her soft, warm cheek.

      “You can’t take her home,” Joanne teases.

      “I know,” I sigh.

      Joanne leaves me to talk to the caretakers, and I rock Baby Girl. I swear, I get more out of this visit than anyone can imagine.

      She sleeps peacefully in my arms.

      Joanne swings by. “I have to go, enjoy yourself. I’ll see you before you leave. Lunch?”

      “Yes,” I say, my eyes brimming with gratitude.

      She softly touches my shoulder before she turns and walks to the door.

      I don’t know how long I sat, but my legs are stiff. I stand and walk around the room with Baby Girl in my arms. I talk to her, filling her head with the hopes and dreams I was denied as a child. I want her to go to a loving home.

      I return her to her crib before I return to Joanne’s office.

      “You look happier,” she says as soon as I enter her office.

      “I am. Are you ready for lunch?”

      “Sure.” She reaches for my purse, hands it to me, and stands.

      “Where to?” I ask.

      “The sandwich shop?”

      I know she says that because it’s the only affordable place on this side of the city.

      “How about my family restaurant? It’s free.”

      She gives me a side eye, accusing me of manipulating an angle to treat her to a free meal.

      “What?” I feign innocence.

      “I’m on to you,” she replies, but when she smiles, I know she’ll agree.

      “I’m eating for free, too. Seriously, it’s the best Italian food in the city.”

      “You’re biased,” she smirks.

      “Of course,” I deadpan.

      “Fine.” We walk to my car, and she frowns when the door opens.

      “It won’t hurt you, honestly.”

      She gives me an unsettled look before she crawls into the car and sinks into the leather seat.

      “This is new!”

      “Yeah, a small gift to myself after the events we’ve yet to name.”

      “Gotcha.”

      We buckle our seatbelts, and the engine purrs to life.

      Within minutes, we’re on the road.

      “What’s new? Are you seeing anyone?” I ask.

      “Not really. It’s difficult to meet a man, as ironic as it sounds.”

      “Not at all. I know what you mean. They are either parasites who are looking for a woman to support them, or they are just plain weird.”

      “Tell me about it. I thought I would meet someone at a fundraiser, y’know.”

      “Yeah, but they’re either married or have one foot in the grave.”

      She laughs at this. “You got that right.”

      “I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. You deserve someone who will appreciate you.”

      “What about you?”

      I sigh. “What I would give to have a man who knows how to make love to me… However, I don’t see that happening anytime soon. I’ve hit a dry spell.”

      “You and me both. We’re decent-looking enough. We both have a great deal to offer. It’s a shame we’re sitting home on Saturday nights.”

      “I know.”

      It’s not that I’m opposed to having a boyfriend, but now is not the time to jump into something. I don’t know where I’ll be in the fall, and it’s unfair to start a relationship knowing I might leave the city.

      I’m the only one in the family without a significant other. Sometimes, I feel left out, but I figure I’ll meet the right person when I’m older. I need to figure out my life before I live mine around someone else’s.

      I’m not committed to anyone, and I’m sure this feeds the unsettled feeling in my gut.

      “Do you know what you’re going to do next? Did you apply to law school?”

      “I took the entrance exam. I passed.”

      Joanne gushes. “Congratulations! I’m so proud of you. Did you tell your brothers?”

      “Not yet. I’m not sure if I’m going to go.”

      “You could be an adoption lawyer!”

      I pull up to the family restaurant. We walk in, and I lead us to a table at the back of the room. It’s an old habit. My brothers have drilled me on it since I was seven. It gives me an advantage in the event of an attack.

      I guess it’s better to see your enemy coming.

      Not like Vukan, who stepped out of the shadows as if he knew exactly where I would be.

      We settle into the table, and I order fizzy water. We quickly decide on food, and I order for us, using my native tongue. I glance at my watch.  Joanne has to return to work. We’ll be hard-pressed to get back on time.

      “I love romance languages. I wish I could speak more than please and thank you in Italian,” she says.

      “Well, that one was easy for me.”

      “I’d love to see Italy, too. You’re so lucky. You get to travel the world.”

      “It can be lonely,” I state unapologetically.

      “I’m lonely and live in one of the world’s largest cities. How pathetic is that?”

      “Hey, you’re not alone!” I pour more water into our glasses and lift mine. “Here’s to a better hunting.”

      She snickers but raises her glass and touches it to mine. “To better hunting.”

      “With my luck, I’ll end up with road kill.”

      Joanne all but spits the water onto the table. She places her hand over her lips just in case she sputters. When she’s recovered, she says, “You always get me. You and that snarky attitude of yours. Your future husband will have his hands full.”

      “Yeah, like that’s happening any time soon.”

      “You never know. You could walk out of here, bump into him, and be married in no time.” She snaps her fingers to embellish her point.

      “It’s not in the cards, trust me.”

      I’m returning to my condo when my phone beeps.

      Matteo.

      It’s a summons to the Borrelli compound.

      A family meeting.

      This isn’t good.

      The last time he summoned, we were in his office, AKA the war room. I attended the meetings on the strategy to address our nemesis.

      I don’t know why they conveniently overlook me. Just because I’m the baby in the family doesn’t mean I’m incapable of having great ideas.

      They can’t speak six languages. I hold my own when we’re sparring, and I’m a great shot. They should be thrilled to have me as their sister.

      But no, they only invite me into their world when it’s convenient to them.

      I long for the day they see me for who I am.

      A bright, capable young woman who is their equal.
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            VUKAN

          

          GAME ON, PRINCESS

        

      

    

    
      It started in the warehouse.

      Before the truce. Before the war ended, and before the words were uttered to make her mine.

      Revenge hung in the air.

      And then she walked in.

      Bianca Borrelli.

      Bathed in black. Not green, not softness—not the warm and caring woman who volunteers at shelters and donates to children’s charities.

      No, the night of the showdown, she was dressed to fight. Skin-tight tactical wear, combat boots that echoed like gunshots, and a stare that could cut through steel.

      She doesn’t know it—yet. The minute I saw her storm into the warehouse, she was mine.

      I had the inside track on her arrival, courtesy of her brother, who wanted me to apprehend her so that she wouldn’t be held by a soldier who wasn’t in on our plan.

      She met my gaze, and her hazel eyes flashed to that of emerald, like the green hills of Ireland, and she was intent on ending me.

      She thought I was going to kill her, but she showed no fear.

      There was no flinch in her step—just lethal purpose, sleek and silent. I wasn’t prepared for her to be so, well, deadly. She managed to get a few hits in before I subdued her.

      She moved like war wrapped in no restraint.

      That was the first moment.

      The only moment that ever mattered.

      Because something in me stilled. Not softened—stilled. Like my body remembered something my soul hadn’t yet accepted.

      One look, one touch, memorized me. I knew then that I would have her. She wants ten dates? Fine. Because I never lose.

      She wasn’t like any woman I’d ever known.

      She wasn’t meant to be touched.

      She was meant to be worshiped.

      She’s the kind of woman a man burns down kingdoms for—not to place her on a throne but to earn the right to stand beside her.

      She looked at me across the chaos.

      Not past me. Not through me.

      At me.

      Like I was a question she didn’t like the answer to.

      And I burned for it.

      She is Matteo’s sister, the enemy.

      She’s the Borrellis’ crown jewel.

      Off-limits.

      Untouchable.

      But right then, standing in the hollow of a broken empire, with blood and brains on my boots, and loyalty weighing down my shoulders, I decided she was mine.

      I didn’t care how long it took. I didn’t care what war started over it because a man doesn’t walk away from a queen.

      Not when she looks at him like she’s already reading my sins.

      And not when I know⁠—

      I’d commit them all over again to hear her say my name.

      That’s why I called in my favor.

      Because I have to have her.

      I’ve never been so hard for a woman, which means one thing.

      I will have her. And she will beg for me to take her.

      In the warehouse, she thought she could take me. She punched me hard, but it didn’t faze me. I give her credit for her deftness in the field. Truthfully, she would have taken out lesser men.

      I was impressed, to say the least. She didn’t anticipate I’d be so spry and muscular for my age because I quickly subdued her in my arms. She mouthed off, telling me to go fuck myself in Italian. I assume she did so in five other languages, as I didn’t understand anything she said after that.

      I was captivated by her perfect lips. The green flash of her eyes was devastating.

      She’s a woman who will start wars.

      She’s a woman men will die over.

      When she enters a room, she owns it, not because of what she wears or how well she wears it.

      But because she commands it.

      After the gunfire stilled, I couldn’t take my eyes off of her.

      And that’s why I used my favor with Matteo.

      In our line of work, having some markers is always prudent, especially since I was involved in the plot to overthrow my brother.

      It’s not taken likely, killing a king.

      The fact that I planned it makes it worse. But that’s the secret that I’ll take to my grave.

      Because Miloš was my older brother, the aftermath of the war left me with a fractured empire. Wars are frowned upon. But assuming the throne over an unnatural death is a sin that destroys empires.

      My brother was unpredictable, and it was only rivaled by his cruelty. He was a psychopath. Half the men were worried over their future under his rule, and the other half did his bidding over fear of angering him, which meant death.

      One way or another, he had to go. Our criminal syndicate would have collapsed if he had remained our leader much longer. The risk was being absorbed by another syndicate of falling into oblivion.

      Sure, every leader has opposition. But Miloš courted dissension in the ranks. His personality fanned the flames of destruction due to his uneven temperament and arrogance.

      Men were discontent. Grievances festered like sores. My brother was making one mess after another. Miloš wasn’t a rational man. He was self-absorbed. He surrounded himself with men who told him what he wanted to hear, not what he needed to hear.

      I wouldn’t be where I am today if I didn’t anticipate dissension in the ranks. I’m flirting with disaster. I have to clean up his messes and clean house.

      I’m sure a takeover is brewing, and I need to be prepared because my men don’t like changes. The hierarchy will change with a new ruler, and some will feel slighted.

      And I bring changes. Not only will I end the trafficking, but I will also bring a woman into the fold.

      And that will not go over well with my council.

      They’ll see my Italian bride as a weakness. They’ll say I sold out to the enemy. But nothing could be further from the truth.

      But in the end, it doesn’t matter.

      Because I will marry Bianca Borrelli.

      Because she’s mine.

      She just doesn’t know it—yet.

      And I will protect my queen, no matter what the cost.
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        * * *
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            BIANCA

          

          THE PRICE FOR PEACE

        

      

    

    
      I pull up to my brother’s mansion. It’s more like a castle, with concrete, steel, and turrets. I love the gargoyles perched on top. The structure is right out of a Scottish romance set on the Moors. Of course, there are no cliffs here, but the numerous turrets stand out like punctuation marks against the low-lying clouds. It’s raining, which is fitting.

      It’s been a busy year, with the new Borrelli Hotel opening and the take down of our nemesis, Stefano Moretti.

      Who knows what the fuck my family is up to now. I would be more concerned about being summoned if we were still at war. But we’re not. So what gives?

      I drive past the expensive vehicles in the driveway and park near the enormous front door. Thunder rolls overhead, and I know it will rain any minute. I get out, and lightning cracks ominously, causing me to jump. I run to the huge porch and quickly open the door.

      Once I enter, my heels click on the Italian tiles. I confidently walk down the painted hallways with sconces on the walls. Alena has done an incredible job of decorating the place. She used warm colors on the walls and strategically placed Persian rugs to make the rooms inviting.

      Matteo was adamant that I indulge his request for today’s meeting. He’s not offering dinner, which means it’s all business.

      Inside, I burn. I’m pissed that they cut Vukan in on the Moretti takedown and they didn’t bother to tell me.

      I enter Matteo’s office. My eight-hundred-dollar red-bottom shoes make a calculated echo as I walk.

      My red satin blouse is sharp enough to bleed if anyone touches it. My hair is pinned up, and my makeup is precise. Every inch of me screams control.

      They can’t force me to do anything, but I’m curious. I enter the large room, which smells of leather, expensive cologne, and arrogance.

      Matteo, head of the family, stands over the massive desk, his fingers pressed onto the mahogany surface—his expression carved from marble.

      Today, their faces tell me they want something from me because my brothers flank him with their silence and complicity.

      And me?

      I'm the storm they think they can leash. I remain standing, bracing myself for what? I have no clue.

      Matteo meets my gaze. “There’s no easy way to say this,” he starts.

      “Say what?” My eyes narrow.

      Why the fuck is he being so dramatic?

      “Just spit it out. What do you want?” I demand.

      He meets my gaze and says, “You have to marry Vukan Petrović.”

      There are no pleasantries or explanations. He just jumps right into the tactical aspect at the top of the day’s agenda.

      “You want to say that again?” I cross my arms defiantly.

      Matteo doesn’t flinch. “You heard me. Vukan Petrović.”

      The name hits like a punch to the gut—the Serbian.

      The man with steely gray eyes and salt and pepper hair. He’s older than me, much older— too old.

      The man, who is brutal grace and quiet power. The man who surprised me when I was in the process of saving Amara’s grandmother.

      His voice was like smoke. It engulfed me and made me weak in the knees. I saw something in his eyes when he looked at me through the night’s chaos.

      We saw each other. And that scared the hell out of me.

      “So I’m a bargaining chip now? A walking peace treaty with heels?”

      “You’re a Borrelli,” Matteo says. “And this family needs peace. You know that.”

      I do. But I’ve never bowed for it. And I sure as hell won’t start now.

      Then, I eye my three brothers, each with a hesitant look. I let the silence stretch as I pace, thinking.

      After a moment, I stop before Matteo’s massive desk and look him dead in the eye.

      “Fine.”

      His eyebrows relax, and he blinks. “Fine?” He straightens, thinking his work is done.

      I nod once. “I’ll marry him,” I smirk.

      The room is still. It’s a stillness I’ve never felt. It’s as if all the oxygen has been sucked out with a straw.

      My brothers want to auction me off to the Serb who turned on his brother, so be it. Two can play this game.

      This isn’t happening. They will think it is, but it’s not. I’m impervious to men—especially foreigners with an attitude.

      “That’s great, Bianca,” Pietro says, giving me a side-eye, and he’s right to be leery.

      I remember staring at Vukan after the gunpowder settled. The lust in his eyes was mind-numbing. He’s got it bad for me.

      Well, we’re never happening. I’m a fortress, he’ll never bring me down.

      “If—” I hold a finger up, sharp as glass and twice as deadly. “He can make me fall in love.”

      Matteo narrows his eyes.

      Niccoló groans. Pietro mutters something under his breath.

      “Ten dates,” I say. “That’s the deal. Ten chances to win me over. Five for him, five for me. If he fails, I walk. No second chances.”

      I cross my arms defiantly and flick my green eyes in Matteo’s direction. He looks like a Celestial Goldfish as his mouth opens and shuts. He wants to argue. But he doesn’t.

      Pietro breaks the silence. “She’s a part of the family’s leadership and deserves a voice. I mean, she acted on Amara’s behalf and fought with us.” He shrugs.

      No one can question my loyalty to the family. Hell, I’m the equivalent of two men in battle.

      I glance at Renalto. We all know his wedding would have never happened without me.

      “I can’t complain. She saved my wife,” he says. “We’re indebted to her for saving our asses.” He walks casually to the glass doors that lead to a courtyard. He turns, as if he’s in the army, minus the heels tapping. “We’re at Bianca’s mercy because the Serb won’t take no for an answer.”

      The room is stilled, because everyone here knows there’s no retreating once I draw a line.

      “I think she has us over the barrel, and she knows it,” Niccoló smirks.

      Everyone reverts their attention to Matteo.

      “You’re playing with fire,” he warns me, straightening his back.

      Leave it to my oldest brother to tell me I’m likely to fail, like I didn’t have a father who said that to me daily. I will never tolerate that again.

      And perhaps that’s why I’ve never fallen in love.

      Because I can’t trust anyone.

      “Then he’d better learn not to burn,” I snark.

      Matteo is overly cautious, and today, he’s just a fucking killjoy. But his confidence works in my favor.

      I’ll show them. I’ll show them all. I’m not giving Vukan my future.

      I don’t think I’m capable of love. I’m broken and probably damaged beyond repair. Besides, love makes women weak and vulnerable.

      Men can’t be trusted to show up, they say things they don’t mean, and more often than not, they are arrogant pricks, expecting me to drop my panties just because they paid for dinner.

      But I’ll break Vukan. I know how powerful babies can be. No man wants to be stuck in a room with snotty noses and sticky fingers. I will take him on five dates that will repel him like bug spray.

      After one or two dates, he’ll call off this absurd engagement.

      “He’s a hard man. Do you really want to do this?” Matteo asks, for a second time, as our eyes lock.

      If he thinks I’m changing my mind, he’d better be prepared to wait for hell to freeze over.

      “Absolutely.” I smile. I will crush their silly notion of an arranged marriage. If they thought I’d concede because they mapped my future out for me, they can think again because Vukan Petrović can kiss my ass.

      Let the games begin.

      I swoop out of the mansion without looking back, leaving my brothers worrying about the outcome. Maybe they will think twice before they cut me out of the loop again.

      It’s still raining when I hit the highway, and now, I’m driving on wet roads. Traffic is at a standstill when Amara calls.

      “Bianca, I heard about the meeting. I’m so sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “I know what it’s like. I mean, you were bartered for me. You saved me.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” The last thing I want is for Amara to feel indebted to me. She adores my brother, and she’s pregnant. She survived years of her father’s abuse. She deserves to be happy.

      I’m sure Matteo did what he had to do. But I’m still pissed.

      Couldn’t he have offered Vukan a territory?

      Probably.

      We barter deals or territories to avoid wars. What makes this negotiation different? Why the hell did they barter me?

      They owe a favor, they said. Did Vukan know all along he would order me to his bed, knowing he’s shackling me to his life?

      If so, he gave up a ton to ensure my future was tied to his.

      He’s not stupid, for Christ’s sake. He knows exactly what he wants—men like him do. I should know, I have four brothers just like him. And I know that when they think ahead, they plan and plot.

      “Well, we women have to stick together, so what’s going on? How are you getting out of it?”

      “I’m offering him ten dates. We both get five. I intend to scare the shit out of him.”

      “He’s pretty scary. I was there that night, and he scared the bejesus out of me. But…”

      “But what?”

      “I saw his face soften when he looked at you.”

      “I’m sure it was the dim lighting.” I mean, how could he possibly see me? Besides, I’m not important. I’m sure he had other things on his mind, like survival.

      “Maybe,” she agrees slowly. “So what do you have planned? How are you going to scare a man who comes from a world we know nothing about? He’s Serbian, and their country is nothing like ours.”

      “We have things in common,” I say, deadpan. I mean, he is from a civilized country. And we’re both in organized crime, so there’s that.

      “Like what?” She asks.

      “Our families are in the same business, for starters. I mean, we all know what that’s like.”

      “There is that,” she chuckles. She knows all too well what our families do and what they are capable of doing. I’m sure Amara counts her lucky stars that Pietro saved her from having to marry the Serbian, but now, I’m in the hot seat.

      Fuck.

      I can’t hate her for following her heart. I admire her for it.

      She’s a sweetheart, and I love her. And soon, she’ll officially be a part of our family.

      “I’ll figure it out as I go. I’m not worried. He might look scary, but I can hold my own.”

      “Well, I’m here for you if you need anything. You had my back, and my Grandmother is doing great.”

      Her grandmother is one lucky woman to have Amara. Amara put her life in danger to protect her. Neither of us thought we’d leave the warehouse alive that night. There’s nothing like a shootout to drive home the fact that our world has a very dark underbelly.

      “I’m so happy to hear that. Have you told her about the baby yet? I’m sure she’s tickled.”

      “I’m waiting until after our wedding, she’s old school.”

      “Gotcha. I can’t wait for you two to tie the knot. What kind of wedding do you want?”

      “I’m not sure, after you told me about Abigail’s, I think we should elope. It might be safer. I mean, the Borrelli curse is alive and well.”

      “Well, I’d love to be your bridesmaid.” The fucking curse. Thank god I saved Abigail when Vivian held a dagger at her throat. Talk about a dark wedding.

      It’s funny that she mentioned the Borrelli curse. I wasn’t a believer of it, but it just so happens that my brother’s women have all been attacked after they fell in love with them. I’ve always dismissed the curse because it applies to them, not me.

      Right?

      Actually, I’ve never even considered the possibility that it could apply to me.

      “Well, I’ll figure it out soon enough. We need to get together soon. I miss you!” she says, interrupting my black thoughts.

      “I miss you, too.” Then, changing the subject, “You must come see my new condo.”

      As much as I love my new home, I’m stumped on what to put in it. It has the bare necessities. Alena has offered to help me decorate it, but I wanted to get a feel for the space before deciding what to do.

      Maybe I have difficulty with commitments. The thought of a colored wall and permanency makes me nervous.

      “I will. Let me know when! I gotta go, but we’ll talk soon. You need to check in, y’know,” she says, “we’re strict about that!”

      I chuckle. She’s throwing my line back at me. Amara is the sister I never knew I needed.

      “You got it.” I ring off.

      She’s happy, which means the world to me. And I know I will be too… eventually.

      My life has always revolved around my family—except for the two years I spent studying the ‘other arts’ in Switzerland.

      My training was meant to help the family. I excel at languages, weapons, and martial arts. I translate foreign contracts for Matteo and help with negotiations as needed, but it’s not a full-time job.

      I had friends, but they all ended abruptly when training ended, leaving me isolated.

      So I returned to my family but still haven’t figured out what to do with myself.

      Currently, I’m learning about New York. Life has its challenges. I suppose what doesn’t break us makes us stronger. I hate it when my elders say that, but perhaps it’s true.

      We might have had a dysfunctional family, but somehow, it brought us closer. Over the years, we continued to choose each other and formed a tight-knit family. We prioritized each other above everything else.

      I’m a perfectionist, and I always strive to accomplish the next goal on my bucket list. I’m a decisive person in nature. I always knew what I wanted in the past, but I’m unsure now.

      I’m starting over in a new city, and the showdown with our enemies didn’t help, but personally? In a day-to-day situation? I’ve been fucked up since I had a first hand view of the violence our world brings.

      I wish I knew what I wanted to do with my life. But I’m floundering, unsure of what I have to offer the world.

      Joanne, my bestie, has found her calling in life. I’m envious of that. She has found what she loves to do, and she helps others in the process. Me? I’m just lost.

      I might not know much, but I want a life with purpose—a life that impacts the world.

      I don’t want to live off my family’s money that I didn’t earn. And I don’t want to live off a husband’s money, either. I mean, who knows whom I’ll marry?

      Law school is the logical step, but I’m restless and undecided.

      Now I’ve been informed that I’m supposed to marry the leader of the Serbian criminal organization, my life is up in the air again.

      I seriously doubt Vukan would allow his wife to work.

      Why am I even considering him in my future?

      I’m going to squash this engagement in record time.

      I’m Bianca Borrelli, and I don’t lose.
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            VUKAN

          

          I DON’T CHASE. I CLAIM.

        

      

    

    
      Bianca Borrelli.

      She thinks this is a game.

      She’s clever—offering me ten dates like it’s her choice.

      I don’t play.

      I take.

      And I claim.

      Still, I accept her challenge. Because the moment she set terms, she lost. The moment she stood in that cat-like outfit, bent on revenge— fire in her eyes and death in her smile—I knew she’d be mine.

      She’s a Goddess, filled with warmth. She’s the light in my darkness.

      She doesn’t know the rules of war. She’s never known a real war.

      She’s not mine. Not yet. But she’ll surrender to me. Ten dates she wants, and ten dates she’ll get. She doesn’t know that I’ll turn those hours into a lifetime. She thinks this is a game.

      She doesn’t know I’ve already won.

      But I’ll play her game.

      Because in the end, she’ll be mine forever.
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            BIANCA

          

          TEXT ME LIKE YOU MEAN IT

        

      

    

    
      Sleep doesn’t come easily.

      Not that it ever does, but tonight it’s worse. My sheets feel like sandpaper, and the room is too quiet, dark, and still. My thoughts run in circles—fast, sharp, and impossible to leash.

      But when I shut my eyes, he’s there.

      That damn Serbian. It’s exhausting because I can’t get him out of my head.

      His voice is low, dripping with the promise of wicked sexy. It sticks in my ear. His rugged hands, tattooed, steady, and patient, are pressing mine against a wall. His gray eyes stare into mine with that wolfish stillness. Not begging.

      Not seducing.

      Claiming.

      In the dream, I’m back at the warehouse. Broken glass crunches under my boots. The air smells like oil and gunpowder. I’m dressed for war, and he’s waiting for me, alone in the shadows.

      “You came,” he says.

      I draw a blade.

      He steps forward.

      And I freeze.

      Because he looks at me like he already owns the ending. Like my war is the kind of story he wants to bleed for.

      I wake with my heart slamming against my ribs and his name stuck in my throat like a secret I don’t want to swallow.

      Fuck.

      I drag myself to the kitchen and slam down an espresso, savoring it like shots. It’s not enough. Nothing is.

      The first date.

      Hm.

      The first date won’t be …

      A dinner date or a gallery. No, too easy.

      Something I’m good at—fighting.

      A match, facing each other in the gym.

      I’ll make him hurt. And, the bonus?

      I will make him hurt.

      Niccoló has a state-of-the-art boxing facility, and he’s a skilled boxer who has trained me. I hope this will intimidate Vukan.

      Yeah, right, that’s probably not going to happen. But it’s worth a shot. There is no way in hell I’m marrying him!

      I love languages and foreign places, but I have no desire to live in his country. Serbian food sucks, too.

      I look at my watch and it’s six a.m.. He’s older, and older people tend to be early risers,  so he should be up.

      Reluctantly, I text him.

      
        
          
            
              
        First date, The 10th Round. 8 a.m.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll pick you up.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m good.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        A date consists of me picking you up and taking you home. This is not negotiable.

      

      

      

      

      

      Damn him. He’s taking every opportunity to be alone with me.

      I huff.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you planning to wear black for every date, or just until I earn a smile?

      

      

      

      

      

      He won’t take no for an answer. I don’t know why I’m surprised. Maybe it’s because most men give me what I want—immediately.

      And I hate them for it. I want to earn what’s mine, and I don’t appreciate anything that’s handed to me.

      I stare at the message, then snort—bold of him. But then again, so was showing up to a mafia shoot-out wearing thousand-dollar shoes and a death wish.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s slimming. And practical. In case I need to bury someone during a workout.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m halfway through my second cup of coffee when the screen lights up.

      
        
          
            
              
        God, I hope it’s me. I want to be the first man you look at while wielding a shovel.

      

      

      

      

      

      I lose it. My grin slips out before I can stop it.

      This man.

      He’s not trying to win me with flowers. He’s trying to get under my skin.

      It’s almost working.

      
        
          
            
              
        You have a strange death wish, Petrović.

      

      

      

      

      

      And I hate that I type faster than I think.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pick me up at eight. But be warned…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I like warnings.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m still armed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        So am I. And I’m not just talking about the Glock under my seat.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck me.

      He’s deadly even without a gun!

      I have to admit he’s got a sense of humor. That’s a plus. And he’s creative. Which makes me wonder what he’s like in bed.

      Oh, God. I can’t think about it. I want to, because he has the type of body that rivals Greek statues. But I can’t.

      No, no, no.

      I force myself to think about my upcoming Adopt a Dog event, hoping it will extinguish the fire between my legs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Today, I wear black again. Not because I’m stubborn—okay, I am—but because it reminds me I’m in control. Tactical black leggings. Sleeveless compression top. My hair is slicked back in a tight braid, so tight it could cut glass. No lipstick. No games.

      The 10th Round, Niccoló’s pride and joy. Polished concrete, blood-slick mats, and state-of-the-art everything’ll surround us. No one here cares about cardio. This place is built for pain.

      It’s the perfect place to launch our war.

      I chose it on purpose because I want him off balance.

      I want him bruised. I want him to hurt if for no other reason than the fact I can make him hurt.

      There’s no way in hell I’m marrying him. Of all people, my brothers could have been in cahoots with, it had to be him.

      The Serbian accents make me itch. Their history is soaked in blood. I have enough of that in my family tree, thank you.

      And—I hate being told what to do.

      Which is precisely why I’m standing on the edge of my front steps, arms crossed, fully dressed in tactical black, waiting for a man I don’t want to want… to pick me up.

      Like it’s a date.

      Like I’m some simpering debutante who needs an escort to a fucking ball.

      This isn’t a date.

      It’s a strategic play. A reminder of my terms. A power move.

      That’s what I keep telling myself as I fume because he’s late.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            VUKAN

          

          RUNNING LATE

        

      

    

    
      Radovan is a pain in my ass.

      I have a run-in with him as I leave my estate. His unannounced visits are annoying. He delays me, and now I’m running late.

      Fuck, she’s going to hate the fact that I’m late. And I can’t blame her.

      I brush Radovan off, but he’ll return the moment he hears I’m marrying Bianca Borrelli. My family might think I’ve caved, marrying the Italian, but they’re wrong.

      Having just swept it for explosives, my right-hand man, Filip, opens the door of my bulletproof Bentley.

      “This is a date?” he asks, eyeing my outfit. I look like a gym rat—nothing special—but a damn good one. I smile, knowing I’m better looking than men half my age.

      “Yeah,” I gruffly mutter. He’s a friend and loyal supporter. I shouldn’t vent my frustration at him. I slide into the car.

      Filip is with me when I start my illegitimate business after the Kosovo war. Times are tough, and we see the market for weapons. It’s lucrative—and still is. It’s terrible that war is not only profitable, but a never-ending business opportunity.

      I’m surprised at Bianca’s request for this date.

      I’m pissed she doesn’t want me to pick her up. I put an end to that quickly. Any man who doesn’t pick a woman up for a date is a loser. Some call it old-fashioned. I call it manners.

      I shift in my seat. My cock is hard just thinking about her. I’m fifteen minutes behind, and traffic is backed up. Great. Another delay.

      Filip presses on the gas pedal. The city blurs past, all steel and tension—just like me. But none of it matters except getting to her.

      She hates waiting—not because she’s impatient, but because waiting reminds her of everyone who left and never came back. I’d be hard pressed to find a woman who hasn’t had a man walk out unannounced.

      I’m intrigued that she thinks she can force me to end the engagement.

      Her dating record leaves much to be desired. Aside from that and her immediate family, I don’t know much about her—but that will change because Dragan’s already digging. She dates boys, not men. There’s no comparison. She’s young and impressionable.

      It won’t take long for her to fall in love with me. It’s inevitable, and I delight in knowing I’ll be the last man to fuck her.

      The car hums beneath us, the engine growling low. I recheck the time—sixteen minutes now—and curse.

      I should’ve left earlier. I should’ve ignored the call after Radovan left. Handed it off to Luka. But I didn’t.

      Now she’s probably pacing outside—arms crossed, sunglasses on, expression unreadable.

      She’ll say she isn’t worried. But she is. She’s the type who cares. Underneath the finery and makeup is someone who feels everything.

      I don’t need a background check to know that. She stood with her brothers in the warehouse, ready to kill for them. She’s fierce. She’s loyal and Brave. It makes me hard.

      She’s smart. Has convictions. I’m sure she’ll be opinionated, tool. I can’t wait to peel back her layers.

      I wonder how she’ll handle herself when it’s just the two of us in the backseat.

      How will she deflect the burn of her desire?

      I smile, knowing it’s only a matter of time before she’s mine.

      

      Bianca

      I’m pissed he’s late. Who shows up late to a first date? It means everything. Tardiness is rude. I walk out to the sidewalk to wait—try to save time.

      What happened? He doesn’t seem like the kind of man who lets details slide.

      Is this a tactic? A way to grab my attention?

      He already has it—though not for the reason he thinks. There’s no way I’m marrying someone I don’t love.

      Then I hear it—that low purring growl. The kind of engine that costs more than people’s homes.

      He doesn’t just pull up. He arrives.

      Matte black Bentley. Sleek as sin. Windows blacked out. Quiet power. Quiet threat.

      It doesn’t rev. It doesn’t shout.

      It hums—like it owns the road.

      Of course, he drives that.

      

      Vukan

      We roll up to the curb—quick and clean. Filip keeps the engine running.

      She’s already there, just like I expect—one hand on her hip, lips pressed in a line I know too well.

      Fuck. She’s gorgeous.

      

      Bianca

      The passenger door opens before I can blink—and it’s Vukan who steps out.

      Not the driver. Not some security goon. Him.

      He steps out like he’s materialized from an old film—the leading man. He’s gorgeous—even in workout clothes. Buff arms. Tattoos. His body screams.

      Fuck me.

      His face is serious, carved from stone, and just as unreadable. He wears the morning humidity like cologne. He opens the door for me like this is a royal procession.

      People stare—not at the car, but at him.

      Women’s mouths drop. Eyes follow him, not the sidewalk.

      “Bianca,” he says, like my name holds weight. His voice is thick, like honey, and smooth. He’s sweet. He’s thoughtful.

      The driver doesn’t move. Doesn’t glance over.

      But this moment? I won’t forget it.

      He waits patiently. His hand rests on the door handle like it bends to his will. And maybe it does. He feels that powerful.

      His eyes meet mine. Steady. Gentle. Patient. And it twists my chest in a way I hate.

      I hesitate as my pride digs in.

      But the longer I stand here, the more I feel like I’m being pulled into something unstoppable—a war chariot dressed in silver and sin.

      My fingers curl around the doorframe. His scent hits me—cedar, musk… ruin.

      I slide in. The leather is cold, but the atmosphere is worse. Too quiet. Too emotionally charged. He gets in and shuts the door. The sound echoes in the stillness.

      I need to move this date along—fast. Short exposure is safest. The longer I’m around him, the more my body betrays me.

      He sits beside me. Close. Too close. His thigh brushes mine, heat bleeds through layers of tailored fabric.

      He watches me. He hasn’t stopped. His attention is quiet. Protective. But there’s something darker beneath it.

      He treats me like I’m something precious—not a pawn.

      The silence thickens. I won’t break it because this is his territory.

      

      Vukan

      “Don’t,” she snaps, just as I open my mouth.

      “I’m late,” I admit.

      “You think?”

      Her voice cuts, but her eyes say something else. Relief—quick and fleeting. Most people miss it.

      But I see it.

      “I’m sorry. I had to wrap something up,” I say, leaning closer. “But I’m here now.”

      Filip merges into traffic. I don’t need to see his face to know he’s fighting a grin.

      Two beats of silence.

      “I didn’t think you were coming,” she says softly. “But part of me still... well, you know.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell her. “Not now. Not ever.”

      And I mean it even if I have to fight the whole goddamn world to keep that promise.

      I drink her in. She’s refreshing. She’s a storm. She wants to end the engagement—but I won’t let her.

      She can try to scare me off. She’ll fight until she’s out of fight. But I always get what I want.

      And she’ll be mine. I’ll break down her walls. Show her she’s not just a pretty face. Prove to her I’m a good man—even if I live in a dark world.

      She wants to be pissed—but I see the relief in her eyes. She’ll keep deflecting until she has nothing left to push back with.

      She’s spent her whole life building walls. Even now, she stares out the window instead of at me.

      She has trust issues carved into her bones.

      “I hope you’re accustomed to losing,” she huffs.

      That’s my girl. Challenging. Fiery. Precisely what I want.

      Easy women are everywhere. I want her. All of her.

      She crosses her arms, playing defense when she should be on offense. So I changed the subject.

      “You clean up nice,” I say.

      “You haven’t even looked at me yet,” she snaps.

      But I don’t need to. I already know every angle of her face, the color of her eyes, the way her lips curl when she’s amused.

      And soon, I’ll know everything.
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        * * *
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