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“Dearly beloved..."

Nadezhda let the gentle tones of the priest wash over her, relaxing as she did so. 

The last few weeks had been stressful, with ghosts from her past popping up all over the place and a thousand preparations to deal with. But that was over. 

Today was going to be a perfect day, she told herself, with as much optimism as she could manage. 

Her police training, her past experiences and her general lack of recent sleep had sucked most of her positivity out of her, but she tried.

She tried for her family, more than anything. They were the reason she had done all of this, after all. 

She was tired because she had driven her mother, aunt, and best friend 173 miles just to be here for her uncle’s big day. 

She was anxious because, five years ago, she had risked everything, charging into the arms of a sinister mob, because of her family. They were easily the most important part of her life.

So, Nadezhda let the words of the ceremony relax her, focusing on what was happening in front of her instead of on the recent chaos. She smiled, and hoped it looked genuine. 

Today was going to be a joyful day. Today, all her family members were in one place, and no one was fighting, arguing or in any other way distressed. They should celebrate this.

She glanced slightly to one side. Her mother was stood there, looking very neat and formal in her deep blue silk suit. 

The other woman was watching the ceremony with an intense, difficult to read expression, but the way she had fiercely inserted herself into the wedding planning and talked of little else for months made clear that her mother was pleased.

Beside her mother, her aunt stood. It was good to see the two sisters together. Years ago, they had fought a lot. 

But since the incident five years ago, they had managed to make up, despite their differences. 

And there were many differences. It was easy to see that, just looking at them. To start with, Auntie Katya’s attempt at formal wear was much brighter and less subtle. 

Her happiness was also far more obvious. 

She was practically beaming from ear to ear. It was infectious, and Nadezhda’s smile became a little more genuine as she met her aunt’s gleaming emerald eyes.

“Hey, you know you’re meant to look at the ceremony!”

An elbow hit her ribs as someone hissed in her ear.

As it happened, this made her grin worse, because she instantly recognised the voice and the tone that told her this was a joke. 

She turned to the other side, where her best friend, Sof, stood.

Sof was easily her closest friend who wasn’t related to her. They had been through life and death situations together. 

And Sof knew her uncle and soon-to-be aunt too, she had a lot of respect for them. What she didn’t care for was formality.

“So are you, stop!”

Her protest was feeble and Nadezhda knew it, but at least her family and friends were making her smile for real. Even if it was for all the wrong reasons.

Nikolina, as everyone knew Nadezhda’s mother, glowered at them, obviously a little more serious about the idea that they should be focused on the ceremony. 

‘Serious’ was Nikolina all over, and this wedding meant a lot to her. 

Her baby brother, to whom she had always been close, was getting married. Aware of this, Nadezhda suppressed her laughter and faced the front, feeling like a child again. 

She was twenty-one, but her mother’s glare never failed to have an effect.

She could imagine Sof grinning beside her and planning some new witticism. But she blocked out the image and directed her gaze to the altar at last.

There, in front of the gathered crowd, a middle-aged woman in white was beaming at a tall, dark-suited man, her hands clutched in his. 

The priest stood there too, talking to them in a low tone. Then he stopped, letting the groom take over.

Holding onto his fiancée's hands as if his life depended on it, her Uncle intoned:

"I, Alexander Moroz, take you, Maria Sobachkina, to be my..."

A hand tapped Nadezhda’s shoulder. She resisted the temptation to look around, assuming this was Sof fooling about again. 

When this wedding was over, she was going to have some words with her friend. 

Though, an attempt to do so would probably leave them both falling around laughing while Nikolina tutted at them. But that would be okay then. 

Now, she would pay attention, for her family’s sake, as the ceremony drew to a close before her eyes. The couple kissed and people began to file out of the church.

Walking back down the aisle, Nadezhda smiled. It had gone well, thank God. It had been too long since her family had been able to gather and enjoy themselves like this. 

But after the week she had had, she had been wondering how smoothly things would go. She could see now that she had been paranoid, but that was hardly a surprise, she decided as she reflected on the past week. 

It had been nothing but stress. She had just been getting to grips with her intense training as a police cadet, when Maria, her new Aunt, had called her with some frightening news.

She had expected the call to be something to do with the wedding plans and had prepared to deal with the bride’s anxious chatter then hand her off to her equally excited mother so they could compare notes while she returned to work. 

That had been how the last few calls had gone. On this occasion, however, things were quite different.

There was no greeting and no small talk, to begin with. 

"You remember the Volkovs, of course," was the first thing the older woman said.

Of course, she remembered them. She was certain she would never forget the gang who had torn her family apart, killed her father and forced her into severe danger. 

It had only been five years since her, her mother, her aunts, and uncles and Sof, who had recruited some fellow vigilantes, had managed to get them imprisoned. 

In fact, that was how her family had met Maria, how she had met Sof... It had changed everything, for better or for worse.

“Of course. Why?”

Nadezhda had been quick to respond, despite her reminiscence. Something must have happened for Maria to call her like this, after all.

"Vladimir's dead, and Diana's on the run." Maria revealed abruptly.

Many, many words whizzed through the young woman’s head. None of them were polite. Vladimir was the leader of the Volkov gang. 

He was completely insane and had tried to kill her. Had had her father killed. She wouldn’t be mourning his death, but this was still a terrible situation. 

Because Diana, his granddaughter, was his right-hand woman who had a grudge against Nadezhda in particular. She recalled specific threats yelled in the courtroom...

"Good riddance to him,” she replied, getting that out of the way first. 

"But Diana’s on the loose? How did that happen? And are your lot anywhere near catching her?”

Her next flurry of questions was more urgent. Vladimir had been behind all the past trouble, but Diana was now the immediate problem.

She hoped Maria would have some answers. Maria was a police officer in Yaroslavl, where the group had lived, terrorising the local population until they had later been imprisoned. 

She was nearest to the scene, after all.

"That's where it gets difficult. He was murdered. Strangled. Prison staff and local police were responding to his death, and that was when she vanished.”

“So, she wasn’t free when he died, and they were in separate prisons, so she’s not responsible. But a murder of a prisoner nearby would distract the staff...”

This couldn’t be coincidence, but Nadezhda couldn’t piece together a connection.

"Exactly.”

It sounded as though Maria had been through all of this before.

"Did she know he was dead?" Nadezhda pressed.

They had to figure something out, both as police officers and as people who would be high up on Diana’s hitlist. 

They had both been involved in the Anti-Volkov group that had ended their reign of terror over the city of Yaroslavl, and besides, the Volkov family were notorious for hating the police. 

It was imperative that they figure out what was going on before Diana became a serious threat.

"We can’t tell. She vanished around his time of death, according to our calculations,” Maria reminded her. 

“So, whatever’s happening is still-—Oh, blast, I’m sorry, I have to go, the lady’s here to make adjustments to my dress.”

After that last comment, she had to rush off. This must be so weird for her, Nadezhda mused. 

Planning a wedding amidst a massive case like this. It was odd enough for her, her head was still reeling. 

What had happened and how were they going to stop Diana before something terrible happened? 

Because she was sure it would. Wherever the Volkovs were, sinister plans followed.

But she had had no time to figure out the answers to all these important questions, because she had to work, and to plan her family’s route to Yaroslavl, and a whole lot of driving to do.

There was no wonder she had spent the week tired and stressed. 

But now, she was standing outside the church in the fresh spring air, and it seemed as though she had worried too soon, over too little. 

The wedding had been flawless. She could push aside her anxiety now and celebrate with her family instead. 

She stood against the wall with her mother and Ekaterina as they waited for the couple to finish signing the register and join them for the photos.

A few moments later, Sof bounced over to them, all smiles. 

“Wasn’t that adorable? Well, the bits I saw were,” she giggled and elbowed Nadezhda in the ribs.

The more reserved young woman flushed and shook her head. 

“You are the limit.” She responded, with a small smile.

Nikolina was nodding, but without the accompanying smile. A rant was quickly incoming. Ekaterina nudged her sister. 

“It’s a happy day, lighten up.”

Sof nodded. 

“Exactly, fun for all the family, right? Speaking of which, don’t be mad at me! I wasn’t the only one poking you, that lady was up to it as well,” she pointed out.

Her best friend blinked. 

“What lady?”

Perhaps she had accidentally misattributed the random tapping.

“The goth one, y’know, couple of rows back, all in black, great big hat over her face...”

Sof’s description didn’t really sound like a wedding guest, and Nadezhda couldn’t recall seeing this woman, but then she had tried to spend most of her time actually facing the front.

“Are you having a laugh?” She checked.

“She must be. Why would she know who was behind her when she was supposed to be watching the ceremony?” Nikolina cut in sternly.

Katya rolled her eyes. “You never let up, do you?”

As the sisters bickered in the background, Sof shook her head. 

“I swear it’s true! In fact, look, she’s over there, gawping at us!” 

Subtle as ever, Sof pointed directly at the woman.

She was leaning against a tree, away from all the other guests, but facing towards the wedding party. Specifically, directly to towards Nadezhda. 

Her wide-brimmed, floppy black hat hung over her face, but it wasn’t hard to tell that she was staring at them. Her dress was also black and swept down to the floor. 

She stood out among the colourfully dressed crowd. Around this dark apparel, Nadezhda could make out bare, brown arms with bouncing black curls around the slender shoulders. 

She didn’t recognise any of these vague features, and in any case, she didn’t have much in the way of extended family. Perhaps she was a friend or relative of Maria.

She shrugged. “I don’t know her. Maybe she mistook me for someone else.”

Sof wasn’t convinced. 

“She’s really staring. And tapping your shoulder during a wedding ceremony? Who does that anyway?” She ignored the fact that she had been a distraction too.

Nadezhda sighed. Her friend was a bit fiery, and if she thought anyone was giving them trouble, she’d like to confront them. 

Personally, she preferred a quieter, more subtle approach where possible. But now her rather paranoid mother had finished bickering with Katya and chimed in.

“She is behaving oddly, is she not? Hm...” Now the older woman was also scrutinising the stranger too, making no attempt to hide it.

Nikolina was often more reserved too, but when it came to protecting her daughter, she had some unorthodox ideas. 

In fact, this frequently made Nadezhda uncomfortable. Now was one of those times.

“Forget it! She’s not doing any harm. This is a wedding! A happy occasion!” Nadezhda protested.

“I still don’t trust her. Let’s go and ask what her deal is,” Sof decided, already striding across the way.

Nadezhda grabbed at her arm. “Don’t!” She protested.

Sof hesitated for a moment, realising she might be going too far and distressing her friend.

But it didn’t help. The woman in black had noticed them anyway, and she was coming over.
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The group muttered anxiously amongst themselves as the topic of their recent conversation glided calmly towards them. 

She reached them, pushed the brim of her hat back from her eyes and fixed a piercing grey gaze upon Nadezhda.

“You’re Antonin Jelennski’s daughter, aren’t you?”

This lady clearly didn’t bother with small talk, but it was certainly a weird question to open with. And, in the circumstances, a downright threatening one.

After all, Nadezhda recalled, the whole reason that she had become anything more than an average person with an average life was because of her father. Never knowing him had driven her to find out more about him. 

Doing so had revealed a sinister secret. Her father had been killed before her birth for investigating a mafia family called the Volkovs.

And, she recalled, flushing at the memory, she had quarrelled with her mother and stormed away, determined to deal with this family secret herself. In the process, she had nearly joined him.

So, now, they rarely spoke of him. She and her mother remembered him in their own way, of course, but there was extraordinarily little mention of him. His name was associated too closely with the grisly crime that had ended his life.

Which made a random stranger bringing him up not merely odd, but potentially dangerous. Especially as she was now beginning to recognise some things about her interrogator.

The steely grey eyes that looked right into her soul and the dark slash that marred the woman’s left cheek were features she had become awfully familiar with during her time struggling against the Volkovs. 

Their family were eerily alike, and, she had learnt later, were actually cloned from the same DNA. She didn’t understand how that was possible, but the knowledge only made them creepier.

It also meant that she hadn’t been paranoid after all. She should have worried more, paid more attention... Now what would she do? She could deny it, but she highly doubted that she would be believed.

As it turned out, she didn’t have to handle it herself. Sof stepped in.

“What’s it to you, freak?”

Nadezhda cringed. Sof must have recognised her too. After her cousin had been exploited and murdered by them, Sof carried a lot of hatred for the Volkov family.

And she wasn’t the only one. Nadezhda glanced to the side and saw that her mother was as white as a sheet and staring straight through the woman. 

She had noticed too, and while she might be in shock now, when she had processed this sudden encounter, it might become heated. Nikolina was a peaceful person, but that family had murdered her husband and kidnapped her daughter.

Katya still seemed oblivious to the situation and was cheerfully babbling away in the background. Given the state of the others, Nadezhda supposed she should be grateful for small mercies.

The strange woman shook her head. 

“Forgive me, I’m intruding. I just wanted a word... I’m a friend of Antonin’s,” she tried to explain. 

It sounded as though she was struggling to piece her words together.

Sof snorted derisively. 

“Yeah, right! We know you’re with them. Go con someone else.” Venom laced her tone and there was a hint of things turning nasty if the other woman failed to leave.

“I understand why you would think like that, but really... I don’t mean your friend any harm.,” the woman tried to persuade her.

Her words seemed flat and empty, but then she spoke up again, before Sof could push her away. This time, a sense of urgency clung to her tone. 

“Please, it’s important. I have news.”

Unconvinced, Sof stepped between the woman and Nadezhda defensively.

Retreating slightly, the woman nevertheless peeked around Sof’s shoulder to shout a few final words. 

“Please, listen to me! If... If now’s an inconvenient time, find me later! My name is Dariya Volk—”

The woman’s words were cut off by Sof shouting at her to get out.

But her name struck a chord in Nadezhda’s mind. Yet it only served to convince her that this little scene had to be a trick or trap. If she had had any doubt, she didn’t anymore. 

This woman couldn’t be Dariya Volkova, for she distinctly remembered attending that woman’s funeral five years ago. 

Dariya had been a friend of her father’s. She had gone seeking the truth about his death from her, only to find that she had perished herself. 

And, she recalled with a shiver, that was how she had ended up in the company of Dariya’s less than charming daughter, Diana, and the ringleader of the group, Vladimir.

She made her way forward to help Sof make sure the trickster left, and to thank her for her support and protection, but her mother ran forward instead. 

Nikolina raced in front of Sof and hurried towards the other woman. 

Nadezhda cringed. Great, her mother had snapped out of her shock just in time to start a fight. This should be something to see, the middle-aged lawyer in her smart suit fighting against a sinister mafia member. 

The trouble was, she didn’t see her mother coming off best.

To her surprise, though, Nikolina didn’t attack the woman when she reached her. Instead, she seized her arm.

“Wait! Did you say Dariya?”

The woman seemed more shaken by being chased down and grabbed then she had by Sof’s anger. 

“Well... Well, yes, I did. Because that’s my name.” She struggled to recompose herself, then peered at Nikolina from under the brim of her huge hat.

“Ah... Wait a minute, you’re her, aren’t you? Antonin’s bride? The police officer’s daughter? I’m so sorry.” 

She laid her hand on Nikolina’s, which was still clinging to her arm.

Sof turned to Nadezhda. “What the hell’s going on here?” She asked.

She shrugged. “No idea. But I’m pretty sure we’ve abandoned the photo shoot. I don’t know why my mother wants to talk to this chick though. She’s clearly lying. Dariya is dead.”

“So, who’s this bozo?” Her best friend retorted. “And don’t you think we should tell her?”

“Do you know we can hear you, girls?” Dariya asked them politely, before grinning. “It’s okay, I get it. I turned up out of the blue and freaked everyone out. But I have a good explanation.”

“It had better be something special.” Sof folded her arms.

Nikolina shook her head at the two younger women. “Just hear her out, please. She was... She helped Antonin.”

By this point, she let go of Dariya, but she was still watching her curiously. She didn’t normally speak of her husband, but she had a million questions for this woman. The woman he had spent his deadly mission with. 

The diaries her daughter had discovered years ago had indicated that they had been as close as siblings. 

It was a strange feeling to meet someone else who had known Antonin back then and had lived through his death, someone who could understand her pain. And from Dariya’s initial gesture, she seemed to.

So, she needed to hear her out. Even if it was just for selfish reasons.

Nadezhda sighed. She didn’t trust this woman at all, but her mother did, and she didn’t want to ruin this for Nikolina unless she had to. 

The two had only fixed their relationship recently, after Nadezhda had learnt about her father’s death. They were still careful about upsetting one another in case they couldn’t come back from another fight.

“Alright. I’m listening,” she conceded.

Sof tossed her head. “Huh!” She scoffed but didn’t walk away. 

Nadezhda supposed that meant she’d listen too, even if she was only doing so to appease her. She smiled at her friend gratefully.

In the background, Sasha emerged from the church with his wife holding onto his arm and looked baffled to find that his family had mostly disappeared. 

Katya was still waiting, looking equally confused. It had taken her a few moments to realise that her sister, to whom she had been talking, had left halfway through their ‘conversation.’

The wedding didn’t seem to be the main event anymore.

Instead, Dariya had an intently listening audience, all hoping for some explanation as to why she was back from the dead and gate-crashing a wedding to speak to the sworn enemies of her mafia family.

After all, hearing a story from beyond the grave is a one-of-a-kind situation, whereas people get married every day.

Besides, given recent developments, it could have a detrimental impact on all their lives.
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Now that she had a captive audience, Dariya began to speak.

“I suppose this really began with my death. And yes, I know my being ‘dead’ is the part that has you confused.”

She looked over at Nadezhda as she spoke, seemingly aware that the other had knowledge of her death.

Perhaps her hearing really was that good, or perhaps it was something else entirely that had given her this information. Her family, maybe? 

Or perhaps she had been at the funeral, secretly watching, laughing at everyone in attendance. 

Nadezhda still didn’t understand and still didn’t trust the woman, but she was talking again, so she waited for an answer that made sense.

“Here’s the thing, I had to survive for years as an outsider in my own family. A sane person in a lunatic asylum,” she went on. 

“When I first met Antonin, I thought about leaving. He gave me hope...” Here, she paused, looking down. 

Nikolina rested a hand on her arm, and suddenly Nadezhda realised that the memories of her father bonded these two women together. 

The memories that had been too painful for her mother, had taken her years to finally acknowledge... 

They somehow lived in Dariya, making her instantly trusting of someone who should be her enemy, who was from the family who had killed her husband.

Finally, Dariya glanced up, her hands moist, and gently touched Nikolina’s hand before letting it fall away and beginning to speak again.

“But when he died, I knew I couldn't really get away with leaving, not without arousing suspicion and then probably being hunted down myself. But I wouldn’t be suspected of caring about him if I stayed and lied.” 

“Besides, before long, I had my children to think about. They were so young then, and I had to lie for them. Because I thought I could make life a little better for them. I didn't want to leave them with my father.” 

They all nodded. 

Nikolina and Nadezhda had Antonin’s legacy to tell them that Vladimir Volkov was a vile human being, the leader of the deranged family, and no person to care for children. 

And Sof’s own experiences with the Volkovs had taught her that, too.

In front of them, the evil mob boss’s daughter continued to get things off her chest. 

"So, I stayed. I stayed and even though I lost hope for myself, I thought things would be better for the children. Especially Vasily, my youngest son. I had high hopes for him. He was always such a good child; I didn't think he could be a criminal. I'm sorry to say that I could see it in Diana's case. She was so keen to be close to her grandfather and didn't like other people very much...”

She trailed off again, and Nadezhda tried to imagine how that must have felt. 

Having to watch her own children, judging them all the time on what they would grow up to be and ultimately, watching her daughter slip away from her.

And her son had, too. Hadn't he? Certainly, Nadezhda reflected with some embarrassment, when she had met him, he had been... Manipulative and clever. 

He was never openly mean like Diana, but he had plans of his own. 

Did Dariya know that, though? She had been... Well, allegedly dead, but at least missing, before all that had begun. And she had just suggested that Vasily was the better of the two.

The woman wasted no time in answering that unvoiced question. 

"I was wrong, though. As they got older, Vasily changed. I nearly missed it, at first. He was always close to me, and I thought I could trust him. I thought he could be my ally, help me against the others. So, I confided in him, and he listened to everything I had to say... Then he started to become closer to his grandfather. And I realised just in time what was going to happen."

"What did he do?" Nadezhda asked, wondering how far Vasily would betray his mother.

"He had learnt everything he wanted to from me, so he planned to get rid of me and move onto the next target. He was playing us both, telling my father I was suspicious, then trying to lure me away so he could arrange for me to have an accident...” 

“He was 'working away' and wanted me to go with him. Said we would get away and have a normal life, but I wasn't that stupid. Nearly, but not quite."

"He was playing you both?"

Nadezhda had to question that. Vasily was clever, sure, but he was a teenage boy, how could he have been playing the two most experienced members of a gang?

Dariya must have picked up on her incredulity because she gave her a sharp look.

"You must know that my son is an expert manipulator. He pulled the wool over my eyes, he duped my father, a so-called master criminal and genius, and he nearly seduced you."

That last part caught everyone off-guard.

“You nearly went off with one of them?” Nikolina gasped.

“Isn’t he that bastard who wanted you to kill me off and marry him?” Sof questioned. 

Her memories of Vasily were of him pointing a gun at her and her best friend.

Nadezhda sighed. She hadn’t told the others everything. 

“Yes. I made a mistake with Vasily,” she admitted, blushing. 

She had been sixteen then, naïve, inexperienced, taken in by promises that had quickly turned sinister.

“The important question,” she added, turning back to Dariya, “is how the hell did you know that?!”

"Because the only way to get away from my mad son was to pretend to die, and the only safe place to hide when you have a distinctive scar is in a family full of clones,” Dariya pointed out. 
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