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All that is gold does not glitter.

- J. R. R. Tolkien


























​CHAPTER 1

“NYET! GET OFF there.”

The dog ignored Ana until she made a grab for it, then the four-legged fiend leapt back, knocking a box of eggs off the counter with one front paw as it did so. Ana stretched for the eggs and caught them, but she forgot about the flour in her other hand. The bag hit the floor with a quiet thump and exploded, covering every surface in the kitchen with its contents, Ana and her not-quite-three-year-old daughter included. 

“Gavno!” 

Despite the fact that she lived in America now, Virginia to be precise, Ana still cursed in Russian half the time. But quietly so Tabitha didn’t copy. The little girl was meant to be starting preschool soon, something that left Ana twitchy, and being a mom was hard enough without getting hauled in by the principal to apologise for your child’s language.

A cake. She’d just wanted to make a cake. The perky blonde woman on Cooking Channel managed it with no trouble at all, but Ana’s previous attempts had been flat, burned, and squidgy respectively. And now there was fucking flour everywhere. She grabbed a roll of paper towel and began wiping, and that was when she smelled smoke.

“Eto pizdets!”

Ana’s boyfriend, Sam, had insisted on having a fire extinguisher in the kitchen, which said a lot about either his sense of paranoia or his faith in Ana’s culinary skills. Since they’d practically lived together in Russia four years ago and he’d pretended to enjoy her charred offerings several times a week back then, she suspected the latter.

But whatever, today she was grateful for his foresight as she grabbed the extinguisher and blasted what was left of the caramel sauce into a cloud of vapour.

Just as someone knocked on the door.

Ana stiffened. For a person to get to the apartment door, they’d have to get past the external door first. Which meant they either had a key fob, or they’d bypassed the system. Ana could do that in a heartbeat—indeed, she had many times in many apartment blocks, and on none of those occasions was it to wish the occupants a happy birthday. Actually, there was that one time she’d posed as a florist and—

Forget that. Where the hell was her gun?

In another life, she’d kept two pistols on her at all times, but since her goal when she came to America had been to be normal—to fit in and have Tabby grow up like a regular kid—the concealed-carry holsters now lived in her gun safe. Probably she should have locked all the guns in there too, but old habits died hard. Still, she only carried one pistol now. And since the damn thing kept slipping in the waistband of her yoga pants, she’d put it on top of the fridge, out of Tabby’s reach, and now it too was covered in a sticky mess of flour and firefighting foam.

Ana wiped it on her apron and ran into the hallway, just in time to see Tabby drag open the front door. How, you ask? She’d stood on the fucking dog to reach the lock. Suka sin. How had she learned to do that?

Ana had her gun up when Bradley, her sister’s personal assistant, poked his head around the door. The box he was carrying hit the deck with a squishy sound, and he threw his hands in the air.

“Don’t shoot!”

Ana rolled her eyes and shoved the Glock semi-automatic into her waistband without thinking, whereupon it immediately slid to mid-thigh.

“Dammit.”

“What’s ‘dammit’?” Tabby asked.

Shit. “It’s a bad word, kotyonak.” Ana had nicknamed her daughter “kitten” when she was a baby because of her quiet cries. “You shouldn’t use it, okay? Bradley, what are you doing here?”

“Well, I thought I’d surprise you with a box of cannoli until you tried to kill me.”

“If I’d tried to kill you, you’d be dead.”

“That’s not very comforting.” It wasn’t meant to be. “Why are you all white?”

“Mama drop the cocaine,” Tabby told him, one arm around the dog.

Ana’s heart lurched. On the surface, Tabby had recovered well from her unplanned vacation with a Colombian drug producer, but every so often, there’d be a little reminder of a time Ana would rather forget. Would they ever erase the memories? She wiped some of the flour off Tabby’s face with her thumbs, but her dark brown hair was still full of it. They both needed a shower.

“It’s not cocaine, kitten. It’s flour.”

“Flowers have petals.”

Bradley crouched down beside Tabby as Ana rummaged around in her pants to retrieve the gun.

“It’s a special kind of flower, chicky. Do you like flowers?”

“Yes. And Iri likes them.”

Sort of. Iriska, Ana and Sam’s rescued pit bull, liked to shit on flowers, which wasn’t quite the same thing. Ana crouched down too, putting herself at her daughter’s eye level.

“Tabby, you mustn’t climb on Iri to open the door. It’s not safe.” They’d have to get an extra bolt to put right at the top of the door or something. In many ways, life had been much easier when they’d both resided in a prison cell. “Do you understand?”

“But I like Bradley.”

“It might not always be Bradley. Please, promise me you won’t open the door again.”

“But you open it.”

“That’s different.”

“Why?”

Give me strength. Ana loved her daughter more than anything, but the fact that Tabby had inherited her curiosity as well as Sam’s stubbornness sometimes left her exasperated. Parenting was hard, especially having to work things out as she went along. Short of holding a seance, she couldn’t ask for guidance from her own mother, and her father was rotting in the ground too. Not that she’d ever have wanted to ask him for advice.

“If you open the door, I jump and drop the cannoli,” Bradley said. “You like cannoli, don’t you?”

Tabby nodded solemnly, and Ana threw a silent thank you in Bradley’s direction. Then shook her head, trying to dislodge the stupid. Why was she thanking him for sneaking into her apartment building?

“Bradley, why didn’t you use the intercom?”

Footsteps sounded in the hallway, soft, almost inaudible, but Ana didn’t draw her gun again. She may have only met her half-sister a short time ago, but she already knew the way Emmy moved.

“Bradley, what the fuck are you doing up here? I told you to wait outside. The gate to your parking garage is stuck,” Emmy added for Ana’s benefit. “The repair guy’s working on it, but I had to park on the street and Bradley didn’t want to walk because his shoes are pinching.”

“A cute guy held the door open for me, and I figured it’d be easier to come right up.”

“Never come right up,” Emmy and Ana said in unison.

As usual, Bradley sidestepped the issue completely. “What really happened in here? Tabby’s right—it looks like Eduardo’s having a party.”

Eduardo was another Colombian, higher up the food chain than the mudak who’d held Tabby captive, and one of two men Emmy had adopted as a sort of pseudo-father. Which made him Ana’s father too. If a year ago, someone had told her she’d spend time with a drug lord without plotting his murder, she’d have laughed them right out of Russia. Or at least, she would’ve done if she’d ever laughed. It was only since she left the mother country that she’d felt a little of the burden lift, the burden she’d shouldered her entire life.

Now? Now she had other people to help with the load.

Which meant she could be a stay-at-home mom and set cakes instead of crooked politicians on fire.

“I dropped a bag of flour.”

“You dropped a bag of flour?” Emmy asked. Her unspoken words? You never used to make mistakes like that. “And why does the apartment smell of burnt sugar?”

“The dog distracted me, and I stumbled, and I forgot to turn the stove down, and…yes, I made a mistake, okay?” Ana tossed the Glock on the coffee table and slumped onto the sofa, then groaned when she remembered she was covered in flour. “I just want to be a regular mom with a regular kid. Why is it all so hard?”

“Don’t look at me. I don’t do the children thing.”

“Regular mom?” Bradley scoffed. “You’re standing here in gloom because the drapes are closed in the middle of the day, your daughter can name all the parts of a gun but has no idea what a Flower Power doll is, and she’s dressed like she’s going to a funeral.”

Snipers were a very real threat, okay? Ana and Sam were building a new house near Emmy’s and that would have bulletproof glass in every window, but until it was ready for them to move into, they were staying in what had once been Sam’s bachelor pad. Hence the closed curtains. It was a perfectly sensible precaution.

Ana put her hands on her hips, and Bradley gulped and took a step back. Why did she make everyone so nervous? She didn’t mean to. Okay, so there was a second pistol hidden behind the sofa cushion, complete with a suppressor, but she wouldn’t actually shoot him with it. Neither would Tabby by accident—the .22 had been custom-built by Emmy’s colleague Nate, and the fingerprint scanner in the trigger meant only selected people could fire it.

“The pistol’s for self-defence. And black’s practical—you told me that last week.”

“Self-defence?” He rolled his eyes. “Puh-lease. And when I said black was practical, I was talking about evening wear. How many three-year-old ninjas do you see at preschool?”

“Fine, I’ll get her different clothes.”

“It’s not just the clothes, doll. If you don’t want her to get picked on for being a freak, then we need to teach her to act like an all-American preschooler.”

“Tabby’s not a freak.” How fucking dare he? Ana’s voice had turned quiet. Deathly quiet. The softness scared people more than raising the volume—the man who trained her had taught her that—and Bradley edged towards the door. “She’s not.”

“She can name more terrorist organisations than she can cartoon characters,” Emmy pointed out.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying Bradley’s right. Just this once,” she added hastily. “And don’t ask me to repeat that.”

Ana sagged back against the cushions again, the gun a hard lump against one butt cheek. Deep down, she’d known Tabby didn’t quite fit in with her peers, but how could she change that? Ana didn’t know anything about cartoon characters either.

“What should I do?” she whispered. Assassinating a president was far easier than trying to assimilate into suburban Virginia. Ana should know—she’d managed the former twice and was now failing spectacularly at the latter. Sam found their new life easier to cope with, but he went out to work most days.

Emmy shrugged. “Sign up for cable?”

“You don’t have cable?” Bradley gasped.

“Who knows? I never watch TV. You think I should?”

“Yes, and I also think you should go out and do normal girl stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Like shopping.”

Emmy narrowed her eyes. “There’s more to life than shopping, Bradley.”

“Then what about joining a fitness class?”

“I’m already fit,” Ana told him.

“Then pretend you’re not, duh.”

“That’s just a waste of time.”

“No, it’s called socialising.” Bradley grimaced. “On second thought, let’s forget that. How about finding a different hobby?”

“Such as?”

“Scrapbooking? Knitting? Baking?” He glanced towards the kitchen. “Perhaps not baking either.”

“I can knit already.”

“You can?” Emmy sounded surprised.

“Da, a crime syndicate was laundering money through a yarn store in Moscow, and I had to infiltrate it.” Ana had strangled the ringleader with the yarn then left him sitting in the back room, a note pinned to his eyeball with a knitting needle that she’d jammed all the way into his temporal lobe. That was long before she had Tabby, but she still remembered how to knit a fucking scarf. “I can’t see the benefits of scrapbooking.”

Hard to paper-cut someone to death, although Ana was willing to try it.

No.

No! 

Death by a thousand cuts wasn’t compatible with retirement, and she’d always sworn that if she escaped Russia, that was it. Bye-bye Seven, world-class assassin, also known as Lilith and a thousand other names, and hello Anastasia—model girlfriend, amicable neighbour, and doting mother of Tabitha Quinn.

“Actually, maybe I should give the scrapbooking a try,” she said after a moment.

“Have you lost your fucking mind?” Emmy asked. “What’re you gonna do? Stab someone with the scissors?”

Scissors? Of course. Keep the blades nice and sharp, and—

Fuck.

“No. No stabbing and no scissors. I’ll try the shopping.”

Bradley’s eyes lit up. “Fandabidozi! And you’re in luck—Emmy’s next job just got rescheduled, which means we can all go and buy stuff together this weekend.”

“You know what?” Emmy said. “Ana might’ve quit the game, but I still kill people. No way am I giving up a weekend of R & R to traipse around the shops.”

“Ana’s your sister. You should be supportive.”

“Sure, I’ll be supportive. I’ll vacuum her apartment. I’ll scrub the burnt bits off the stove. Hell, I’ll even wash the flour off the damn dog. But unless it sells guns, I’m not going near a store, and I’m especially not going near a store with you.”


























​CHAPTER 2

“OOH, IT FITS perfectly. Now, should we get the sunshine or the grape?” Bradley muttered half to himself as Ana stared at her reflection in the changing-room mirror. The yellow shift dress did fit like a second skin, but somebody else’s skin. A skin fucking suit. She shuddered, and Emmy gave her a strange look.

“What?” Ana asked.

“Isn’t that my line?”

“This dress doesn’t work for me.”

“Nonsense,” Bradley said, fussing with Ana’s hair. She wanted to slap his hand away, but a regular girl would be grateful for the attention, wouldn’t she? “Hmm, the grape matches your eyes, whereas the sunshine clashes with your attitude. Would it kill you to smile? Anyone would think you were being tortured.”
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