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Edward Marshall

Five Years Ago

A Contract Signed

I RAN A HAND THROUGH my hair. It was late afternoon. My father had called me to this meeting, which was strange, since we’d already decided that now that I’d graduated from law school and specialized in business administration, I would take the chair at Marshall Bank when the time came.

My family came from a long line of businessmen. My great-grandfather founded Marshall Bank. Dad always told the story of how our family bank was founded.

It all started with a loan between merchants. Soon after, my great-grandfather began saving more money, lending to others while charging exorbitant interest. And among the many people desperate for cash, my great-grandfather became increasingly well-known.

He was a great businessman. He formalized his bank and invested the considerable fortune he’d already amassed, along with all the other loans he’d issued to local merchants.

And ever since, we’d been dominating every corner of the United States, with our headquarters planted in the heart of New York City, surrounded by those monstrous skyscrapers. I always knew what I wanted from my life: to sit in my father’s chair. On that top floor where the clouds drifted by the windows, I grew up sitting in the chair beside Dad’s. Even when I didn’t want to be in that place, Thomas Marshall kept me there.

My father was the kind of man who didn’t just live his own dreams; I had to live them, too. It was like I was his shadow, and that’s how I felt most of the time: the shadow of Thomas.

Not that it was bad. Being in charge of Marshall Bank had become the goal of my life. I just hadn’t expected that with it would come a consequence I would come to hate.

Ava Zornickel. The girl who was promised to me.

What kind of family gives away one of its own in marriage? It made me realize how far back in time we were regressing.

I didn’t understand why my father was so insistent on that alliance with those mobsters. We already had a good relationship with them, but it seemed that wasn’t enough. My father wanted more; he wanted the certainty that he would always be safe.

If I were the CEO of that company, I would have reinforced security, but that wasn’t enough. Dad wanted dirty security. He wanted the certainty of knowing that if any enemy came near our family, we would be safe because we had those mobsters as allies.

Dad always said if we had one of the women from that family in our midst, it would guarantee the mobsters would keep their complete attention on us.

It all happened when my father survived an assassination attempt. A man almost kidnapped him, and it was then that he sought the mobsters’ help, beginning our brief alliance. Anything those men wanted, my father could provide, financially speaking.

When those mobsters found the man behind the attempt on Dad’s life, that was the moment I clearly saw the gleam in my father’s eyes. A case the police couldn’t solve, yet in less than a week, those men had solved it, bringing that criminal to my father.

I don’t feel the least bit comfortable being near those Zornickels. I’d never seen them in person, which is why I thought Dad had called me there. Something told me my father had everything set up for us to sign that so-called contract.

When my father first spoke about that marriage, I immediately stopped listening, thinking it was just another one of his absurd ideas. But he kept on; the subject didn’t die until I was backed against a wall and Dad forced me to listen. Of all the madness Thomas had imposed on me, that was the worst: to accept that marriage willingly.

He said since I didn’t have a girlfriend, it wasn’t all bad to accept that Zornickel girl as a wife, especially since, according to Dad, all the women in that mafia family were beautiful, including the one who would be mine. As if it were an exchange of goods, accepting a complete stranger as my wife.

And there I was, for a week now living with the knowledge that I would marry a woman about whom all I knew was that her name was Ava Zornickel. One of the heirs of that family. It seemed she was already in agreement with the marriage.

The elevator’s chime announced my arrival on the executive floor. I entered the reception area, and one of the secretaries walked toward me. Her tight uniform revealed her curves. Dad always insisted on his employees having a good appearance.

“Mr. Marshall?” She stopped in front of me, a sideways smile appearing on her lips. It was typical of them to throw themselves at me. Some I even took on the sly, because Dad said we shouldn’t get involved with employees.

“Yes?” I replied, since she didn’t continue.

“Your father is waiting for you in the conference room.” I just nodded.

I stepped around the secretary because I already knew where the conference room was; there was no need to be escorted.

I ran a hand over my tie, loosening it a little, approached the room, placed my hand on the knob, and with a vague knock on the door with my free hand, I entered.

I wasn’t surprised to see the place full of mobsters. There they were, that mafia, the In Ergänzung, my future. Officially allying myself with them—did that make me a mobster? A criminal? There was no way to ignore the reality: those men were bad.

“He’s here.” Dad clapped his hands animatedly. This was the milestone of his life.

“I hope we don’t prolong this. I want to return to my country,” one of them said, rising from his chair.

That one was heavily tattooed, even on the side of his head. None of them wore a smile; they were all serious.

I approached him, extending my hand.

“I’m Yan Zornickel, the Don of the In Ergänzung. As your father requested, he wanted the boss here, and look where I am.” So this was the big boss? “Know that I never leave my country, and my being here means I see this marriage as the best for both families, and that the Marshalls are very important to us.”

I liked him for being direct.

“Okay,” was all I said as I released his hand and went to the table with everyone else. They didn’t even bother to greet me. All they discussed were the conditions of my marriage.

The only question directed at me was whether I minded if the bride was a virgin. Who asks that kind of question?

Obviously, I just shrugged, not giving a damn about that virginity. I didn’t care about Ava Zornickel, much less whether she was a virgin.

I even agreed to that whole horror show, but nowhere in that contract was there an expiration date for the marriage. So only God knew when I would actually marry the Zornickel girl.
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Ava Zornickel

Present Day

A Bride

BEAUTIFUL. THAT’S HOW I saw myself in front of that mirror.

The white dress fell in tight cascades, hugging my silhouette perfectly, ending just below the curve of my backside. This was exactly the model I wanted. If I was going to appear in all the magazines, it would be as a beautiful, glamorous bride.

I gave a little spin. It had taken days to decide on every detail of the dress. Edward had said we’d be married in a month. For a bride, that was no time at all.

But there was no backing out now. I wouldn’t let Edward back out of this wedding again. Five years of being strung along, of simmering on the back burner, and that bad boy was finally going to lead me to the altar.

When I’d asked my father for an arranged marriage, I’d thought he’d pick one of our own men, a member of our clan. But no. He chose an ally of our family... our organization.

I was never a woman who dreamed of a great love story. In fact, when I turned eighteen, I asked for the marriage. I wanted a union, and I wanted it yesterday. But it did no good, since my fiancé kept putting me off for five years, right up until this very moment.

We were going to get married, and it had taken me kissing another man right in front of Edward to make it happen.

Remembering that day at the club made me smile. The priceless look on my fiancé’s face when I deliberately planted one on his best friend right in front of him. I’d seen in some magazines that Arthur Jones was Edward’s best friend, so I’d memorized his face. The first chance I got, I pounced. It was a plan I’d orchestrated, because I knew my brother would bring a man for me to kiss in front of Edward, and I also knew Arthur wasn’t one of them. But seeing Arthur and Edward right there in front of us—they’d just stopped by to say hello, and as usual, my fiancé didn’t even look me in the eye. He always did that, refusing to give an inch.

To Edward Marshall, I was the mosquito buzzing behind his ear, the nuisance he couldn’t swat away. But for me, this marriage had become a matter of honor.

I was stuck with this man. I couldn’t marry anyone else, couldn’t date anyone else, because of our contract. And Edward kept postponing everything.

This was definitely not what I had in mind for a marriage of convenience. I should have been married by now. I should have had my children, a family. Edward had frozen me in time, and I was incredibly pissed off at that arrogant bad boy.

The final play was making Marshall jealous at that club. The kiss enraged him, and between that and the pressure from my father, he finally agreed to the wedding, setting the date for a month out.

That battle, I had won. Edward Marshall would be my husband.

All the magazines running sensationalist stories about our engagement being a fraud were going to see the wedding happen.

They’d even suggested my union with Marshall was a power play between two great families. To all the civilians, the Zornickels were just a vast family of businessmen, never revealing that we handled the... less legal aspects of the rules in the countries where we resided.

We were good at what we did. We’d never been exposed as mob.

Even with all the spotlights on us, no one could ever uncover a thing.

I turned to face the mirror again and caught myself examining the off-the-shoulder neckline, checking if it really accentuated my breasts the way I wanted. I ran my hand over the white pearls adorning the dress.

The door opened, and through the crack I saw my mother enter. A sideways smile played on her lips.

“Mom,” I whispered, turning toward her.

“You look beautiful.” She was radiant in a long, baby-blue dress.

“Are you sure, Mom?” I bit the corner of my lip, apprehensive.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything.” Stopping in front of me, she touched the side of my face.

“Mom, I’ve always waited for this moment. And now that it’s here, I’ve got these butterflies.” I focused my eyes on her.

“Isn’t this what you wanted, my beautiful girl? Marriage to that man?” Mom took both my hands, stroking my palms.

“Yes, it’s what I want most. To lead that man to the altar. I prepared for everything except the after. What will become of me?” I closed my eyes slowly.

“I’m sure your husband will deeply regret having waited these five years.” Mom had been against the marriage.

Of everyone in my family, Mom was always the one with reservations about my decision. She said it was a huge step, and she didn’t want her only daughter to marry a man she didn’t love.

My mother was always more of a dreamer than me, more romantic. That’s because for part of her life she was the opposite, trapped in a marriage to a man who was a burden, until she met my daddy.

My father only discovered she was pregnant with me when she was already in labor, and my Aunt Polina once said Daddy showed up at that hospital ready to kill everyone.

Maybe that kind of devotion was what I’d miss most in my marriage. After all, there was no love. How could there be devotion?

With a long sigh, I blinked several times, holding back the tears.

“For years, this is what I wanted. Now I’m going to be strong, Mom.” A forced smile appeared on my lips. “I’m ready. I’ve had my time alone.”

I’d dismissed everyone from my room. I wanted a moment to myself. They say it’s normal for a bride to be late to her own wedding.

“Your father is euphoric,” she said, winking.

We walked slowly toward the door, and when Mom opened it, I found my father standing there.

“Dad?” I furrowed my brows, a little confused by his appearance.

“Look at that, what a coincidence. Right when I came to see if you were ready.” He gave me that teasing smile of his.

“Right... right...” I whispered, going to him.

His long fingers immediately brushed the side of my cheek.

“Beautiful. You are the most beautiful bride.” Daddy leaned down and kissed my forehead.

“Promise you’ll get me to that altar safely?” I made one of my last requests in the spoiled tone I always used when I wanted something. That was one of the perks of being the only daughter in a house full of men.

“Yes. You’ll always be my little princess.” He continued to stroke my cheek tenderly.

“I love you, Dad,” I whispered, tilting my head to the side and resting it in his hand.
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Ava Zornickel

An Apprehensive Bride

THE CAR STOPPED IN front of that enormous church, and I found myself analyzing everything through the tinted window—from in here, no one could see inside.

The sheer number of photographers out there was obvious; the moment the door opened, the flashes would start. Now was the moment I’d be photographed beside that arrogant bad boy.

After countless gossip magazine covers featuring Edward with some woman or another, now it was my turn, and all I wanted was to rub this event in that stuck-up Marshall’s face.

Edward seemed to take pleasure in posing next to various models, and even though he was engaged to me, he attended plenty of events alongside women with legs two meters long, who could meet his height. Unlike me, who even in heels probably wouldn’t reach his shoulder.

I’d never stood side-by-side with Edward; our encounters were always face-to-face, so brief they were over almost as soon as they began.

An engagement like ours had never existed before.

“Sweetheart?” Dad called me. We were both inside the car. My father had accompanied me while all my other family members were already inside the church.

My wedding was the event of the season in New York, because the groom was the heir to Marshall Bank.

“Yes, Dad?” I whispered, looking into his green eyes.

“Are you ready? Is this really what you want?” he asked.

“Yes.” I closed my eyes, a sigh escaping my lips. “Even if that Marshall is reluctant, this is what the contract was signed for.”

“You know that even though this is a contract, if you wanted to void it, I’d do it myself. I’d go against every clause, I’d cancel the whole thing,” he murmured, stroking my fingers.

“Dad, it’s become a matter of honor to get that man to the altar,” I said, determined, even if terrified.

“My princess, you don’t always have to wear this shell of a tough woman. I didn’t raise my daughter for that. I want you to be a princess, a beloved woman, and it breaks my heart to know my girl is entering a marriage that could destroy her spirit. Over the years, I’ve come to see the mistake I made giving my precious girl to that family. He won’t know how to take care of my little girl.” Dad closed his eyes.

“Dad, don’t worry. I’ll make that man’s life a living hell if he crosses me.” That time, I was the one who stroked his hands.

“Just promise me one thing.” I nodded for him to continue. “You’ll call me. If anything gets out of your control, you’ll call me if that man mistreats you. I will never accept my daughter being mistreated.”

“Yes, Dad,” I said with conviction, wanting him to hear confidence in my voice. Even though deep down, I was afraid.

“Shall we go now?” he asked, giving my hand a little pat.

“Yes. I was born ready for this moment.” A wide smile spread across my lips.

Dad signaled the driver to open our door. I waited for my father to walk around the car and appear, extending his hand to me.

I slid my fingers over his. I knew my hand was ice cold—the nerves were talking loudest.

My heels touched the ground. I’d chosen a pair not too high, to avoid getting tired during the whole reception.

I didn’t even have time to take my first step before a wave of flashes came at me. There were so many I found myself closing my eyes, unable to look properly.

“Sweetheart, are you alright?” Dad whispered beside me.

“Yes... yes...” I opened my eyes, blinking several times, focusing on a fixed point ahead of me.

We began to walk. I fixed a smile on my lips and we climbed the steps, with Dad keeping his hand firmly on my arm, letting me lean my whole weight there.

We stopped in front of the closed door, but it wasn’t long before it swung open, accompanied by the wedding march.

I drew in a breath, closed my eyes, and opened them as all the guests stood. The church was enormous, even bigger than I’d expected—a true princess wedding.

Not in my wildest dreams had I imagined anything like it.

Dad placed his hand over mine, making me walk with him. I concentrated on the people around us. I didn’t know most of those at the back of the church, but as we approached the front, my family began to appear.

Some uncles, cousins, my girlfriends. Even though I was fearful, I kept the smile on my lips.

Inside the church were the photographers hired by the family, capturing every moment for posterity. In the front rows were my brothers. Luke, the eldest, was my mother’s son from a man who was cruel to her; my father adopted him as his own. Next to him, Chase, my middle brother, always with a mocking smile on his lips. Colin, the youngest, had a serious look, his attention fixed on my groom at the front of the altar.

The three of us—me, Chase, and Colin—were almost the same age. Chase had even been conceived while my mother was in her confinement after me.

I turned forward, to that place where he was, my groom. Edward was there as promised, wearing a jumbo gray suit, and you didn’t need to be an expert to know it had been tailor-made for Edward and Edward alone.

Our eyes met.

There wasn’t a hint of sentimentality in his gaze. He was serious, and Dad drew closer and closer until we stopped in front of him.

“Who gives this woman to be married?” the priest asked, bringing the microphone to my father’s lips.

“Yanni Zornickel, her father,” Dad declared firmly, taking my fingers in his.

Edward extended his hand. I fixed my eyes on his fingers—they were long and firm. This would be our first touch, and I couldn’t be foolish enough to yield like some silly woman who might fall in love in the first few minutes of marriage.

Dad placed my hand into my groom’s. His touch was warm compared to mine, and I stared at the way my hand seemed to disappear into his.

“I hope you take good care of my princess. Otherwise, you know what will happen to you,” Dad threatened Edward in a low tone meant only for the groom’s ears.

I looked back at the priest, trying to ignore the man beside me, and our first touch.
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Edward Marshall

Finally Married

THE FINGERS OF THE woman beside me were so cold that my first impulse was to do anything to warm them. But this was the woman who was my fiancée, the same one I had sworn to hate. For that reason, I remained inert to that feeling; I would not give myself the pleasure of warming Ava’s icy fingers.

I concentrated on the words the priest was declaring, until he finally arrived at the fateful moment:

“If anyone objects to this union, speak now, or forever hold your peace.” I did not look at the guests gathered there.

For a brief moment, I wished someone would object. But there was nothing, not even a sigh to be heard.

The priest spoke again, and this time I positioned myself, turning to face Ava. It was the first time I looked directly into that woman’s eyes without being able to look away. Now it was just her and me, eye to eye.

Directing his attention to me, the priest asked me to repeat the words after him. Holding my bride’s hand, I began to speak:

“I, Edward Marshall, take you, Ava Zornickel, to be my wife, to have and to hold, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part.” With the microphone close to my mouth, I repeated it all.

Then the priest held the microphone in front of Ava for her to repeat.

“I, Ava Zornickel, take you, Edward Marshall, to be my husband, to have and to hold, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, until death do us part.” Her voice was delicate. Ava had a timbre that could be pleasant to listen to, if she weren’t my fiancée.

“What God has joined together, let no one separate,” the priest said in a good tone.

A slow song began to play again as the rings were brought forward by two little girls. I didn’t recognize either of them. In truth, I wasn’t very good at remembering children’s faces; she could even be from my own family.

I extended my hand and took the rings from a small cushion. The priest held them so we could perform the exchange. I took the small ring and slid it onto my bride’s delicate finger.

Her fingers were stretched out toward me, revealing nails painted with a white polish, like a soft shimmer.

I passed the ring over her ring finger, seeing how perfectly it fit her hand.

Then it was her turn to do the same. Ava’s touch was still icy. When I extended my hand, I felt her fingers tremble as she held my ring and slowly placed it on my finger.

There it was—the proof of my marriage, that ring on my finger.

After a few more words, the priest finally said:

“I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.” Applause broke out.
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