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“IT IS NOT THE OATH that makes us believe the man, but the man the oath...”

The feds want to frame me. The Triad wants to kill me. And all I want in the world is to get my family out of this mess and back to a life we can enjoy together.

Now my son’s born, I’m even more determined to put this life behind me, although it’s not going to be so easy. With Nadia leading the Serbians, our family is even more tied up with the gang war than before. Extricating ourselves is looking harder and harder with every passing day.

But I am willing to fight, and so is she. We will survive this. We will make a better life for our son – and we will escape the legacy of our families to start fresh. 

Or die trying.
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Nadia

––––––––

[image: ]


I LAY ON THE FLOOR next to Nathan, smiling as I watched him carefully shift his blocks around his play mat. He was getting so strong now, so capable. Soon enough, he wouldn’t even need me to take care of him.

I smoothed back his thick dark hair, and he glanced up at me. I could hardly believe he was eight whole months old now, that it had been just over six months since we had arrived in Massachusetts together. He was turning into such a curious little human, interested in everything that was happening around him, determined to find out everything he could about the world.

Well, as much of it as he had access to, anyway. I knew it wasn’t easy for him, since he was pretty much stuck in here most of the time. It was the safest thing for him, staying out of the way of anyone who might wish ill on our family, and I intended to make sure he stayed as protected as possible. Andreas barely let him out of his sight, and I didn’t blame him. After all we had endured, we needed to protect our baby boy more than anything in the world. We needed to make sure we could get out of here, when it was all over, and return to the life we’d started to make for ourselves in Australia.

Though that seemed more and more distant with each day that passed, if I was being honest with myself. I longed to feel the warmth of the sun on my face again, to sit on our balcony and hold hands and smile, and know we were safe and where we belonged, but we were a lifetime away from that.

My father was here with us now, at least, and that was something. I refused to let him slip through my fingers, especially after the attack on him when he had been on the other side of the world from us. I was glad he had made it out in one piece, and I was willing to do anything it took to ensure he stayed healthy. 

He had been such a blessing to have around my son, and I wasn’t going to forget how good it felt to have him here, even if he was leaving again soon. I needed to remember he was the reason I was doing all of this, he was the reason I was so determined to get out of here. He was my connection to the outside world, a world that seemed to drift further and further from me with each passing day, a world I wanted nothing more than to hang on to for dear life. 

Andreas and I had been working double-time to ensure it happened. Pulling together all the strength and support we could from across the country. It wasn’t easy, but it was a necessity if we were going to be able to take on the Triad that Leo had left behind.

I still couldn’t believe he was gone. Andreas had recounted to me, in the time since we’d been out of New York, how cold-blooded Ivan had been when he had taken the shot against Mauro and Leo. He hadn’t flinched, Andreas had told me, hadn’t even blinked. Like he knew what he had to do, and would have seen it through no matter what. 

If there was one thing I was coming to know about Ivan, it was that – he seemed certain in the way he carried himself, certain in how he moved and how he spoke and what he did, and I needed that right now. Without Mauro there to guide me, I felt as though I was out on my own, navigating this world with nobody to push me in the right direction. I had to rely on my instinct, and it was hardly honed yet.

Mauro had told me that my mother’s instincts would be all I needed to get me through, and I had to believe there was something to that. Ever since I brought my son into the world, everything in my life had narrowed down to him and Andreas and my father; my family. My passion to protect them was stronger than anything else. I needed to see this through, even when it felt impossible. For them.

And that’s exactly what I had been doing. Under the protection of Ivan and Mauro, I had been travelling around the country, meeting with as many representatives of the Serbians as I possibly could. Understandably, most of them were initially quite wary of me, but as time passed, I managed to convince more and more of them that I was worth trusting, and slowly, slowly, they were beginning to see things from my point of view.

“You were meant to be married to Nikita,” one of them, Olivia, told me, her eyes narrowing as she looked me up and down. “How did you end up with one of his enemies instead?”

“Because I understand the importance of a powerful alliance,” I told her, a well-practiced answer by now. These meetings were as much press tours as they were anything else, and I needed to present the most amenable version of myself as possible to my potential allies. 

“An alliance between the Italians and the Serbs?” she replied, cocking an eyebrow. Olivia had been leading her small faction of Serbians in a town outside of Boston for most of her life, her face lined with the stress that had been placed on her shoulders over the years. I knew it would be hard to convince her to see things from my point of view, but I could find a way to fit her to my way of thinking, I was sure of it.

“Yes,” I replied. “Together, we’re more powerful, less vulnerable.”

“What do you have to your name that ensures they won’t turn on us the first chance they get?” Olivia demanded, not unreasonably. I was asking her, after all, to go against everything she had been clinging to for her entire life. The world she’d lived in was one built around the strong divides between factions, and the thought of bridging them must have seemed as foreign to her as giving up her power altogether. 

“I have a child with my husband,” I replied. “He’s the one I’m doing this for. And I refuse to let anything happen to him, from our side or from theirs.”

She nodded, slowly. I knew she had children; we had done plenty of research on her before we’d come out here, and I was sure I would find a way to connect with her as a mother, if nothing else. I needed her on my side; every person I could convince to see things from my point of view was one we could use in the fight we had to take on. 

Finally, she agreed to accept the new alliance, and I wondered if her choice had been made for her when she heard about Nathan. I hated the thought of using my precious son as a pawn in all of this, but I had to be willing to do anything it took to convince the people around me that I was worth following.

Andreas had been working with a similar fervor on things from his side, pulling over as many of the Italians as he could to join our new fight. And slowly, we were starting to expand beyond the confines of where we had started. More and more people were beginning to inch over to our side, with only a few not interested in joining us at all. And those who didn’t seem interested in connecting with us at least stepped out of the picture – I had been fearful that one of them might take the news of our expanding alliances back to the Triad, but we’d heard nothing from them if they had. 

Our world was growing bigger and bigger with each passing day. And yet, when it came down to it, I wanted it to be smaller – I wanted it to revolve around nobody but our precious son, our family. I wished this could be over already, even though there was still so much to see through. We had so much to do, so much to survive, and sometimes, I had no idea how I was going to be able to do it.

Nate looked up at me, those beautiful, guileless eyes meeting mine. He had no idea what he was in the middle of. I wanted to keep it that way. Hopefully, he’d have no memory of going through any of this. He’d be able to forget all of it, and go on with his life without ever finding out what he had been born into. I wished we could be back in Australia, but as it was, I had to work with what we had. 

“Nadia?”

I looked up. Ivan was at the door. He had a slightly grim expression on his face, and I knew this was his way of telling me I needed to take some time away from my son.

“What is it?” I asked, rising to my feet with Nate in my arms.

“We need to talk.”

I sighed, nodded, and planted a kiss against my son’s sweet head. I needed to hand him over to the nanny, Yelena – she was a wonderful help around here, but I still hated having to use her at all. I wanted to be the one who took care of my son, I wanted to be the one he relied on, but I had so much else going on in my life that I didn’t have any choice but to make use of her kind services.

I headed down the hall to hand him off to her, and then followed Ivan to the small office he had in our house – he didn’t stay here all the time, preferring his own place, but he still needed somewhere to work out of. I didn’t dislike him, but he was hard to read, and I would be glad when I didn’t have to deal with him on a daily basis. I was sure he felt the same way about me, too. He had asked to take a spot as my second-in-command, but honestly, when all of this was over, I would be more than happy to give him all the power he wanted. I had never asked for any of it, and if Nikita hadn’t set his sights on me, I never would have had to have a part in it.

I followed Ivan to his office, stepped inside, and closed the door. He hadn’t bothered to put up any personal effects, clearly intending to shift out of here as soon as he got the chance. 

“What is it?” I asked him, crossing my arms over my chest. One thing I appreciated about him was that he would let me cut straight to the point, something I was keenly in need of these days. I didn’t have time to beat around the bush, not now there was a kid in the picture. 

“We have some news of some of the Serbs who chose not to join with us,” he explained, frowning. “And it seems as though they’re starting to form a small group of their own. Something to counter us.”

I nodded. I had expected something like this to happen. As much as I might have liked to believe the ones who didn’t work with us would just fade into the background and forget what they had been told, it was clear we weren’t going to be so lucky. 

“And I need to know what we’re going to do about them.”

He paused for a moment, allowing me to take in the enormity of what he’d just said. I nodded. I knew what he was saying to me – what he was nudging me towards. He needed me to pull the trigger on this, to give him the nod to do what needed to be done, even if it was hard, even if it felt downright impossible. 

“If they’re willing to stay out of our way and keep to themselves, I say we let them go their own way,” I replied, picking my words carefully. I didn’t want anything taken out of context. I needed to be careful with everything I said right now, careful not to give away more than I intended.

“And if they don’t?” Ivan pressed. I paused for a moment.

“We have to take them out,” I murmured. I couldn’t believe I had so much power at my fingertips now, power I could use to do anything I wanted. So many people were relying on me, and I prayed I would be able to make the right calls and do what needed to be done. 

“Agreed,” Ivan replied, grimly.
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Andreas

––––––––
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THERE WAS A KNOCK ON the door of my office, and I looked up to see Yelena standing there with Nate in her arms.

“I thought you might like to spend a little time with your son,” she told me warmly, bouncing Nate against her hip. I grinned and rose to my feet.

“I would,” I agreed, and I gently lifted him from her arms and pulled him into mine. Wow, he was getting so big now. I could remember when I wasn’t able to hold him without propping up his little head in my hands the entire time. But now – now, I was just grateful I could find some time to steal with him. With everything going on, it was all too easy to let these precious moments with my little boy slip, and I promised myself I was never going to let that happen.

“I’m going to make him something to eat,” Yelena told me. “I’ll give you some time together.”

“Thank you, Yelena,” I replied, and I headed back to my desk to sit down with my boy. He reached up to grab my chin, his chubby little fingers digging into my skin, and I smiled at him. I couldn’t believe he would be a year old soon; I wondered if he would remember much of this, or if it would stay hidden deep in the banks of his memory the way I prayed it would. He hadn’t had the easiest time of it with his life beginning in the middle of this war, and I promised I would make it up to him in all the ways I knew how. 

“How’s it going, little buddy?” I murmured to him as I carried him over to the little play area we had made for him in the corner of my office. Most rooms of the house had somewhere he could play these days, given that we both wanted him around as much as possible. There was nothing like watching him play, listening to him coo happily to himself as he goofed around on the floor with the toys his grandfather had picked out for him. With all the chaos Nadia and I had been focused on, we’d had to leave it to Dmitri to do most of the shopping for our little boy, and he had, as all grandfathers did, gone a little overboard. 

Not that I was complaining, not a chance in hell. I was grateful to have some family around for Nate, especially since my father was out of the picture. I wished he’d had the chance to meet his grandson, but the best I could do in his absence was to make sure I ensured our family’s safety.

I joined Nate on the floor, kneeling so that I could help him with his toys. These small moments I could steal with him, they were the most vital things in the world to me, and I wouldn’t let anything get in the way of them. 

Besides, it wasn’t as though I had been doing anything important. The important stuff came in the form of the meetings I was having across the country right now, flying or driving out to connect with other members of the Italian families my father had worked with, to let them know what our new plan looked like. Most of them, it turned out, were open to the idea of working with someone else, though when I admitted my wife was with the Serbs, some of them took some major convincing.

“The Serbians?” Alessandro, the head of a large offshoot in New Jersey, exclaimed, when he heard the news, pacing back and forth in front of me. He had a frantic air about him, as though he was fearful of something taking a turn for the worse if he didn’t stay in control.

“The Serbians,” I replied with a nod. I knew this made sense, but that didn’t mean everyone was going to be on board with it right away. I couldn’t blame them. It was going to take a lot for these families to understand that coming together was the best thing they could do. They needed to join with us to survive the oncoming onslaught the Triad was going to dump on our doorstep, but I needed to frame it just right to convince them it was their idea. 

“And tell me, what do we get out of letting them in?” he demanded, screwing his face up in disdain. 

“A chance to cement our power across the country,” I explained. “And a chance to make sure you don’t end up on the wrong side of this when we win.”

Surprise flickered across his face. Could he have expected anything else from me? I was hardly just going to smile sweetly and pretend I didn’t care what he did. We needed as many people on our side as we could get, and I was only going to be able to pull that off if I pushed hard to get what I needed. 

He nodded, slowly. I could tell he had his doubts about what I was proposing, but he knew the risk he ran if he didn’t take my offer was far too great to handle.

Which was what I had been relying on all this time to get people to see things from my point of view. Threat, fear, promise, any of it. I needed as many people on our side as I could get, and Nadia and I had agreed we would push any buttons we needed to, in order to make it happen. 

But for now, at least, I could forget about all of that and focus on spending some time with my precious little son. I couldn’t believe how long we’d been here already – every day that passed, it seemed as though he grew more, and I wondered what size he would be by the time we got him out of here. His presence acted as a good marker of the passage of time, and I hoped I’d be able to give him a better life somewhere else sooner rather than later.

But he didn’t know a damn thing about what was going on, and I hoped it might it remain that way. He would never have to be part of this world himself, I would see to it with everything I had, but I knew I couldn’t get him out of here fast enough. He wouldn’t even be aware this was part of our lives at all if I did – he deserved a fresh start. We all did. 

We just had to push a little longer to make sure it happened. 

I picked up Nate’s blocks and helped him arrange them into a small structure – his pudgy little hands had a hard time making all the movements he needed to, but I was happy to step in and do what I could. I would always be here for him, that was the pledge I had made from the moment I’d held him in my arms for the first time, and nothing was going to get in the way of that. 

I still had nightmares, sometimes, about the day of his birth. How scared I had been that I was going to lose Nadia. She was okay now, but sometimes, I wondered if she was aware how close she had come to losing herself entirely; how close she had come to slipping out of this world for good. We had never really talked about it, and I assumed that she’d had enough conversation about us in danger to last her a lifetime. 

We had come so close to losing each other, it seemed a miracle that both of us were still standing now. Not just standing, but doing everything we could to ensure the safety of our son and secure the future of our respective families. Though they hardly seemed a separate thing anymore, given all the energy we were putting into coming together – no, we were one and the same now, the Italians and the Serbians together against it all. It was hard to believe I had allowed someone else so close to my father’s legacy, but she was my wife. If anyone was going to stand by my side in all of this, it would be her. 

And now Mauro was gone, it wasn’t as though I had anyone else to share that with. I was still wrapping my head around that part of it. Did I miss him? It was hard to say. He had been such a feature of my life for so long, it was hard to pretend I didn’t notice his absence, but at the end of the day, he had been working with Leo. And I was sure Leo would have sailed me down the river as soon as look at me when it came to everything I had done. He wanted me to take responsibility for Feng’s death, after all, and I had no doubt he would have set me up for every unsolved murder in the damn city if he’d had the chance.

But I was unmoored without Mauro, I had to admit it. He had been in my family for as long as I could remember, and the thought of going through all of this without him stung. The thought of him betraying me, of course, stung more than that, but it was behind me now – he was gone, at the hands of Ivan, and I knew it was for the best.

Even if I still wasn’t sure about Ivan yet. He was inscrutable, almost impossible to read, and I got the feeling he kept it that way for a reason. Nikita had been so loud and outgoing about everything, it was hard to believe Ivan was any relation of his, but then, I knew better than anyone how much just a single generation could change things in a family.

I sensed someone watching Nate and I, and I looked up to see Nadia leaning in the doorway, smiling down at us.

“How long have you been there?” I asked. 

“Long enough to see that your construction skills need some serious work,” she teased as she came over to join us. She knelt beside us, and Nate reached his little hands out for her. She leaned down to kiss them at once, smiling as she brushed her lips over his skin. Seeing the two of them together made me so damn happy it was hard to think straight – the connection they shared was so obvious and so profound. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked as she helped Nate put together a blocky structure more befitting her standards.

“I’ve just been talking with Ivan,” she explained, then paused to glance behind her. Yelena was there again, this time with a bottle for Nate.

“I’ll take him,” she offered, sensing it was time for us to have a little adult conversation, and Nadia carefully lifted him into her arms before she brought him over to the other woman. We waited until he was out of the room, then Nadia turned back to me as I took my spot behind my desk.

“What were you and Ivan talking about?” I asked. 

“A few of the Serbians have broken off,” she explained. “We’re working out what the best course of action is to handle them.”

“I’m still impressed at how many you got to fall in line,” I replied, shaking my head. “I feel like I’ve been struggling a lot more with the Italians.”

“You have plenty behind you now,” she pointed out. “You should be proud. It must have taken a lot for them to trust you with all of that.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” I sighed. “What about the city? Anything from the Triad?”

“No, nothing yet,” she replied, shaking her head. It was a huge relief to be able to talk to her about all of this. The Triad had promised revenge for the death of Feng, but they had been mostly caught up with dealing with the Yakuza the last few weeks. It wouldn’t last forever, though, and it was only a matter of time before something snapped and they came looking for us. We had put as much distance between us and New York as we could while keeping our connections close, but I wasn’t convinced it was enough to keep them at bay. 

“It’s only a matter of time,” I replied, shaking my head, and she nodded.

“I know,” she murmured. She sounded scared. Sometimes, I had to remind myself how new she was to all of this. She didn’t sign up for this, but she’d been thrust into the spotlight, into a position of leadership she could hardly wrap her head around, and I was so proud of how well she had stepped up to the plate to do what needed to be done. 

“They won’t wait for long,” she continued. “But we’ll be ready for them when they come.”

She shot a look at me and managed a tight smile. Though I knew all of this was far from what she had imagined when she had married me – she was taking every step of it in her stride.
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Nadia

––––––––
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I MADE MY WAY BACK through to the kitchen, to find Yelena and Nate. Yelena beamed when she saw me, the crinkles around her eyes deepening as she smiled. 

“Would you like to finish the feed?” she asked, and I nodded. I felt like there just weren’t enough hours in the day for me to spend as much time with my little boy as I would have liked, but I had to accept that. I would take whatever time I could. He seemed happy enough, that was all I should care about, wasn’t it?

As I finished feeding him and gazed down at the perfect little creation in my arms, I felt a nag of guilt in the back of my mind. How could I do this? How could I balance these two sides of myself? A mob boss and a mother? I wasn’t the first to do it, but sometimes, I hoped I would be the last. I sincerely prayed nobody else out there would have to go through everything I had gone through. I prayed nobody else would have to choose between taking care of their little boy and taking care of the family business.

“I love you, baby boy,” I murmured to him. He looked up at me with those big, wide eyes, and I couldn’t help but smile. He was so beautiful. I knew he was going to be a heartbreaker when he got older. If that’s what he wanted. He could do anything he wanted with his life, I hoped he knew that. I would do everything I could to make sure he could do whatever he chose. 

As long as it didn’t involve getting anywhere close to this business, of course. 

The thought of that... it was enough to make me feel ill. I wanted him to have his own life, outside of this. He deserved that. What child asked to be born into a family like this? I knew Andreas hadn’t, and he would have taken any out he could have if he had been allowed the option. Soon, though, we would be able to get out and return to Australia, where my father was right now. 

I kissed Nate on the top of his sweet head, and made my way outside to take in some fresh air. It was a cool evening, and I would have to put Nathan to bed soon, but for now, I just wanted us to share a little of this soft quiet together. Everything was so hectic, sometimes it seemed like we would never get enough of this time together, but I fit it in wherever I could.

It was going to be harder now, without my father here to help us with everything. He had taken a flight out to Australia earlier this afternoon, and I’d had a terribly hard time saying goodbye to him. Squeezing him close, I had made him promise he was going to take care of himself, and he had sworn he wouldn’t let anything happen out there. I just hoped he could stick by that – I knew as well as he did, it wasn’t as easy as just saying what you hoped for and believing you could stick by your words. 

I missed him even now. I knew Nate would, too, as soon as he worked out that his grandpa wasn’t around anymore. I was glad they’d had a chance to bond, but I worried that the sudden change in the situation would have a bigger impact on Nate than I was prepared for it to. It wasn’t easy to be so far from family, and he was going to learn that for the first time in his young life. It didn’t seem fair, putting him through all of this, but it wasn’t as though I had much of a choice right now. 

I brought Nate back inside as I heard my phone ringing where I had left it on the counter, handing him over to Yelena, who had appeared once more to handle him for me. She always seemed to sense when I needed her – she’d been doing this job for a long time, she’d told us when we’d hired her, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when she seemed to know exactly what she was doing.

“Thank you,” I mouthed to her, as I answered the phone – a moment later, through a slightly crackly static, my father’s voice emerged.

“Nadia, is that you?”

“It’s me, Dad,” I replied, smiling. It was good to hear his voice, even if it was so far away I could hardly conceive of it. I missed him already. But I couldn’t let him know that. I wanted him to be sure he had made the right choice, not second-guessing everything he was doing. 

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m okay,” he replied. “Tired. I forgot how much that journey takes it out of you.”

“Well, I’ll be making it again sometime soon, if that’s any consolation,” I replied, and I could almost hear him smiling at the thought.

“It is,” he replied, quietly. I felt a twinge in my guts – I wished I could be there with him. I had really considered sending Nate back with him, too, sure he would have been safer as far from us as possible, but some selfish part of me didn’t want to be so far from him. I knew I wouldn’t be able to cope. He was my lifeline, a chance to stay grounded to the real world. Andreas would never have allowed it, either – he wanted to keep his son as close as possible in order to keep him as safe as possible. 

“Are the guards taking good care of you?” I asked him, fussing over every little thing. Even though I knew he would be safer back in Australia, it hurt being so far from him. I’d been getting used to having him around, and the gulf between us seemed bigger than it should have been.

We’d sent a handful of guards back with him, posing as friends and family, to keep him safe, and I had to trust they would do just that. Andreas had vetted them carefully, making sure he trusted them before he allowed them out of his sight, but I knew how easily things could flip and it was hard for me to believe anyone had the best intentions right now.

“Yes, they are,” he replied. As well as the few who had travelled with him on the private jet Andreas had arranged, there were another half-dozen or so out there waiting in place. They’d been scoping his home out, making sure he wasn’t under threat from any would-be attackers, and it seemed like we were actually getting somewhere with securing his safety. 

“And you’re feeling okay?” I asked. He sighed.

“Well, I’m missing my grandson,” he replied, his voice cracking slightly. My heart ached when I heard him speak like that – it almost felt cruel, allowing him to get so close to my son and then sending him back to Australia, but as we grew closer and closer to the day of reckoning, I knew I couldn’t risk keeping him around. If something happened to him, I would never forgive myself, not a chance in hell, and the thought of him getting hurt again was too much for me to bear.

“He’s missing you too,” I replied.

“Has he even noticed I’m gone?” he shot back, and I laughed.

“Okay, you got me,” I replied. “I’m not sure he has yet. But I’m sure he’s going to be asking after you soon.”

“I can’t wait until you all come back to Australia.” He sighed. I rested my head in my hand, and tried to focus on the sound of his voice. How long until I got to hear that in person? I wanted to be near my father again. I felt like a little girl in his absence, but I needed to be strong now more than ever. My son needed me to be. I was a parent now, and Nate was relying on me to act like one.

“Me neither,” I agreed. “And it’ll be soon, I promise. We just have a few more things to take care of here, and then it’s going to be over...”

I trailed off. I didn’t know how to put it to him in a way that wouldn’t freak him out. He wasn’t entirely aware of everything we were doing, and I had kept it that way for a reason. He hadn’t asked to be pulled into all of this and I had no intention of forcing him to face what I was involved with. The less he knew, the better – I wanted him as far from all of this as it was possible to get. It was the only way I could be sure he would remain safe in the face of the chaos raining down around us. 

“I know,” he replied, gently. He was doing his best to soothe me, but it was hard to think of anything other than how much he must be struggling right now. I had sworn to take care of him, and I hated that it looked, right now, like sending him to the other side of the world to keep him safe was the only way I could do that. He was my father, I should be right there by his side. 
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