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SILENCE IS A DECOY of the coming storm...

If there’s one thing I know for sure - it’s that I’m not going to let Nadia go without a fight. 

The woman I love is halfway across the world from me, fleeing the city with her father to try and keep her family safe - but the man she’s turned to for help will do far more harm than good. I need to get her out, but with the authorities breathing down my neck, I don’t know how I can. 

When the one person I can trust in New York comes under threat, I’m forced out on my own. The only thing between Nadia and the monster who wants her is me - and I will go to any lengths to get her back.
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Nadia

As soon as I saw Mauro, I tried to turn my back and get the hell out of there.

What the fuck was he doing here? My mind raced as I tried to make sense of it, any kind of sense of it, but nothing was clear. It felt too convoluted to figure out, even though I knew I was going to need to.

But I crashed straight into a couple of stern-looking men about twice my size, and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to get out of this so easily. My heart thudded heavy against my chest – what was happening? Why was Mauro here? Didn’t he know that I was in the middle of something pretty damn important right now?

They marched me back over to Mauro, who watched me with a grim expression on his face. My heart wouldn’t slow as I tried to steady myself. I had no idea what to expect with all of this, but I wasn’t going to show him even an inch of fear right now. I had been through too much for that. Nothing was going to stop me. 

“What do you want?” I asked him, voice as curt as I could make it. He sighed, and suddenly, it was like he had aged thirty years at once. 

“I want you to leave. But there’s something I need you to know before you do.”

I tensed up. I didn’t like the sound of this, didn’t like where this was going. Hadn’t I been through enough already? Hadn’t I dragged my ass through this nightmare for too long as it was? What else could there be for me to find out? I had never asked to be part of this world. I had just had it thrust upon me out of nowhere, and now that I was so close to getting out, here Mauro was, trying to stop me from making a clean break.

“What is it?” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest and glancing reproachfully up at the guards on either side of me. I didn’t need to be manhandled around this airport like I was going to make a break for it. I was so close to getting out, and nothing was going to keep me here in New York, not if I could help it.

“I’ve been working with the Serbians this entire time,” Mauro admitted to me, and his voice dropped, as though he could hardly believe that he was saying it out loud. I stared at him.

“What do you mean?”

“Ever since Andreas’ father died,” he continued. “I knew that – well, I knew that Andreas was hot-headed, and I knew he might not be able to handle the weight of it all on his head when he first came to power. So... I stepped in. I helped. I needed to make sure that he wouldn’t land himself in more trouble than he could handle, so I did what I thought I had to.”

I shook my head. Did Andreas have any idea about this? I would bet not – if he’d found out his right-hand man had been working with the Serbs, it would have wrecked him. 

“It was the only way to keep the peace,” he went on, defensive. “I’d do it again. I did what needed to be done, you have to understand that.”

“I don’t know why you’re trying to convince me,” I muttered. I wasn’t the one he had betrayed – that was Andreas, and he knew it. 

“They’ve got the city,” he told me, his voice cracking. “I – it’s not the way I wanted it to go down, trust me. If I could have done anything to make sure that Andreas and his father’s legacy stayed where they were meant to be, I would have, but it’s too late for that now.”

“What do you mean, too late?” I demanded. Had something happened to Andreas? Was he hurt? Why was Mauro so sure that this was the end?

“I can’t get into all of that now,” he replied, shaking his head. “But it’s over. The Serbs rule in this city, it’s done.”

“Is Andreas safe—”

“I can’t talk to you about that,” he told me, bluntly. He was hardly letting me get a word out. I wondered if this was actually about him telling me the truth, or just getting whatever was bothering him off of his chest before I left for good. I was a confession booth to him right now, a chance to get this out of his head before he had to tell the truth to Andreas, and I hated that. 

“Then why are you talking to me at all?” I demanded. He knew I cared about Andreas above all of this – even in the chaos that Nikita had dragged into our lives, I still thought of Andreas first and foremost, needed him to be okay. 

“I’m the one who arranged for you to get out of the city,” he explained. “I’m the one who’s getting you and your father to Serbia. And I need to know that you’re going to go through with it.”

“What about the fact that I came all the way down here makes you think that I wouldn’t?” I demanded, shaking my head. “Do you hear yourself?”

“Andreas is going to do everything he can to try and stop you,” he admitted. “He’s going to do what he can to try and get you back, but he has no idea how to handle all of this. He doesn’t know what he’s up against, and all he cares about...”

He eyed me, for a long moment, inhaling deeply as he tried to get a handle on all of this.

“All he cares about is you, and I’m not sure there’s much I can do to change that. He’ll do whatever he can to keep you close to him, but I need to know that you and your father are gone. And that you’re not coming back.”

“If Andreas wants me here, then that’s our decision to make.”

“I can’t talk you out of it,” he agreed. “But I – I can tell you for sure that you need to think long and hard about who’s going to be able to protect you and your father if you choose to stay in the city. Now that the Serbs are taking over, you can’t rely on the Italians to keep you safe. And if something happens to you...”

He trailed off, leaving the threat of it hanging in the air menacingly. I knew what he was trying to tell me. He wasn’t going to come out and say that my father and I were dead meat, but he didn’t have to – I could already tell that was what he meant, and I didn’t much feel like fighting him on it.

I felt something clam shut inside of me, something tightening in a way I couldn’t escape from. I was locked in now, I had no choice but to run, and the thought of that scared the shit out of me. I had no idea how I was going to make it out of this in one piece, but I had to find a way to try. 

“So what do you want me to do with that?” I demanded. “Where do I go from here?”

Mauro’s eyes darted this way and that, making sure that nobody was listening to us. 

“I’m asking you to get on that plane and tell Nikita anything that he needs to hear from you,” he replied. “And get out of this city. Stay out of it. What’s going to come next, you don’t want to be here for it.”

I chewed on my lip. I wasn’t sure if I trusted him, but then, who else knew the extent of everything that was happening here? He was the person who had the most control over all of this, the one who could twist the screws to make things fit the way he wanted. I had no choice but to trust him right now. This wasn’t just about me, it was about my father, too, and he was relying on me to make the choice that would allow both of us to get out of here alive. 

“Will I ever get to see Andreas again? If I get on that plane?” I asked him bluntly. That was the question that was caught in the web of my mind right now, the one I couldn’t let go. I couldn’t imagine being without him, but at the same time – if I had to run, for the sake of my family, I knew it was what he would have wanted for me.

“I don’t know,” Mauro admitted. “But I do know for sure that it’s not safe for the two of you to be around each other right now, do you understand? If you don’t leave, he’s going to be distracted trying to look out for you, and if that happens...”

He shook his head ominously. I knew what was on the line here, we both did, knew that the stakes were dangerously high. I just didn’t want to admit that I had no choice but to leave him behind; it didn’t feel right, not after all that we had been through. I wished I could just see him again, one more time, tell him that this wasn’t my choice and that I would have stayed if I could have...

“I get it,” I replied, finally. 

“There might be some point, far down the line, where the two of you can see each other again,” he offered me. “Far from this place, of course. But I don’t know when that might be. Or if it’ll even happen.”

I nodded. At least he was being honest with me. That was the most I could ask for right now, now that I was running – now that I had no choice but to put as much distance between myself and the man that I loved as I could. 

“You need to go, Nadia,” he urged me. “I can’t tell you any more. Just... leave. And don’t let anything Andreas says convince you that you should come back.”

“I will,” I promised him, even though the words seemed to choke in my throat as I tried to get them out. How could I do this to him? I was sure he would never forgive me, or at least that he would put up a fight to keep me close – he hadn’t let me just walk out of his life to Miami, after all, and I was certain that he would do what he could to pull me back to the city once he knew I was gone.

But I had to stand strong. I had no idea what the future was going to bring, but I had to trust that Mauro knew what he was talking about when he told me to get out. It was the best thing for my father and I, even though I didn’t exactly want to put any trust at all in Nikita – I didn’t believe he was the best person to protect us, but he was about the only option we had right now, so I didn’t have much of a choice. 

The bodyguards stepped aside to let me go, and I started back towards the plane. My heart was thrumming in my chest, but I tried to ignore it. I was making the right choice, even if it didn’t feel like the easiest one – I was making the choice that I needed to make, the one my survival hinged on. 

And so, I did my very best to ignore the tears dripping down my face as I went to leave this city – and Andreas – for good.
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Andreas

––––––––
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I PACED BACK AND FORTH in my apartment, trying to burn off the energy that was coursing through my system. I felt as though I was going to blow a vein at any moment, but I couldn’t get out of here, couldn’t run to see what was happening in the rest of the city – I had to obey Mauro, and stay put. 

He had told me, in no uncertain terms, that I was to remain right here while he tried to work out what was going on throughout the city, and especially with Kozlov. He was sure there was something up, and he was going to make sure he didn’t let anything happen to me as a result. 

“You have to trust me,” he told me, as he pulled on his coat. “Stay here. I’ll check what’s happening on the streets, and I’ll get back to you.”

“You could get hurt—”

“Not as much as you could,” he replied, shaking his head. “You need to stay here. It’s the only way we can be sure you keep safe.”

I sighed. I wasn’t sure I believed him. How could I be sure I’d stay safe anywhere in this city, now that the Serbs seemed to have run out of patience waiting for me to make a choice? I needed to know what the hell was going on, and there was only one way I could do that – send Mauro out, let him get the feel of the city, find out what was going on out there. 

I wished I could talk to Nadia, but I knew she was the last person I should be thinking of in that moment. Shit, I couldn’t believe she had really turned her back on me when I had been doing everything I could to help her. It just didn’t make any sense. She must have seen how sick it was, that she would leave after all we had been through, but maybe I had misread everything that had happened between us. Maybe I had seen more depth to our relationship than there ever had been. Maybe I had wanted it to be there, because I had put so much on the line to try and make sure that she was okay, and then...

I didn’t even have the end to that sentence yet. I had no idea what she had done. She could have run, sure, she could have put as much distance between me and her as she could, or maybe she was just putting on an act so she could come back to me once the heat was off. That was what I was clinging to with all my might, the belief that she might return when all of this was over. 

Though, the more time passed, the more and more clear it seemed to become that she was just... gone. And that I was going to have to get used to it. I never thought that she could pull something like that, but honestly, maybe I needed to switch up my expectations of her, of everyone else around me. 

It was far too easy for me to believe that people meant better than they did. Especially when it came to Nadia – Hell, from the moment I’d seen her, it had been like everything else had just vanished from my mind, all the focus I’d had on my father’s empire was gone, just like that. I couldn’t fight it, didn’t want to – I just knew I wanted her, and I would have done anything at all to make sure I had her. 

And look where it had gotten me. I didn’t even know if she was safe, and that was enough to make me fucking sick – even if she wasn’t anywhere close to me, or New York, I wanted to know she had nothing to worry about. I wished I could have sent some of my men out after her, but I was sure Nikita would have clocked on and worked out that I was trying to track her down. And I doubted he would have taken too kindly to that.

And so, there I was, stuck in my apartment, unable to do anything but wait for some new information as I prayed Nadia and her father had made it out of the city okay. I couldn’t believe I was pulling for them to have left, but what choice did I have? If they had stayed, they would have been in even more danger, and I didn’t want that for her, for either of them. Nadia wasn’t part of this world, or at least, she hadn’t been until I had pulled her into it. It was only fair that she get out of it in one piece, never have to look back and see what she had left behind. 

Would she miss me? I wished I could ask her that much. There was so much I wanted to say to her, even now – so much I wished I could have spoken out loud, before she was out of my life for good. That I loved her, that I was grateful she had been part of my life, that she had shown me there was more to me than I had ever thought. That I believed I could fall in love now, in a way I never had before, and that I had her to thank for that. I prayed she knew all of that already, I would never have been able to forgive myself if she had gone out there thinking I didn’t care for her...

But there was nothing I could do about that now. I had to hold steady and wait for information from Mauro, hope he was getting me what I needed. Pray the Serbs hadn’t done anything to hurt him. I hated not being able to push this forward myself, but Mauro was right, I needed to hide out and make sure I didn’t attract any more attention than I already had. Shit was already chaos right now, the last thing I needed was a bullet in my gut to turn it up to eleven on the bullshit scale.

I was going to pour myself a drink when my phone buzzed, and I snatched it up at once. I didn’t recognize the number, but that wasn’t exactly new – burner phones were a fact of life in this business, and I knew that whoever was on the other end just didn’t want me to know who they were. I answered it immediately.

“Hello?”

“Andreas?”

The voice that came down the line was muffled, as though whoever it belonged to was doing their best to disguise it; I frowned, trying to pick out more information about them through the strange front they were putting on.

“Yes?”

“You have enemies who are posing as friends,” the voice continued. Whoever it was, I was certain that they didn’t want me to hear their actual voice, and that bugged me – who the fuck was calling me with no intention of actually letting me hear what they had to say?

“Who?” I demanded. 

“Not Nadia or her father.”

My spine prickled when I heard them say her name. I didn’t like that she seemed to have become a part of this. It wasn’t what she deserved, and I knew she was safer if fewer people knew about her. 

The accent, that was what I was having a hard time placing – I couldn’t work out if it belonged to someone I knew or not. It sounded vaguely familiar, but that could have been because it was Eastern European – maybe Serbian? I’d heard enough of those the last few weeks to burn the memory of them into my head, and I couldn’t work out who with that kind of voice would have been willing to talk to me.

“How do you know that name?” I demanded. I couldn’t make sense of any of this, but I supposed that was the point – whoever it was on the other end of the line wanted me to have to dissect every word they said, and I needed to take it all in before they decided they were done with me. 

“Look at the people closest to you,” the voice continued. “That’s all I can say.”

And with that, the line went dead, leaving me even more confused than I had been at the beginning of the call.

What the fuck were they talking about? Enemies posing as friends? What did that mean? Whoever it was seemed intent on making sure that I didn’t mistake Nadia as one of those people, but that didn’t clear up much in my head. What were they talking about? Who were they talking about? Was this just an attempt to get me even more confused than I had been before? They must have known that I was starved for information, that I would take anything I could get, but this – this was a lot more oblique than I had been prepared for.

I poured myself a bourbon and took a long sip. It was going to be one hell of a night, I could tell that much, and random phone calls from people on burners who didn’t even seem to want to use their real voices weren’t going to help with that. Mauro would have told me to get some sleep, but I knew there was no way that I would have managed. I’d just toss and turn, thinking of her, of Nadia, of how much I wanted to make sure that she was okay, and that would have been useless.

The people closest to me. There weren’t many of those – I considered the few I had as I turned those words over in my head. Maybe someone who worked for me at one of the clubs? Or maybe—

Before I could think on it any longer, my phone rang again, and this time, Mauro was the one calling me. I answered at once. 

“What’s going on?” I demanded. I had been waiting long enough, and I had no idea where he had gone, what exactly he had been up to all this time. I needed to know what was going on, even if it wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“I haven’t been able to get hold of Nadia yet,” he explained, and he sounded almost out of breath, as though he had been sprinting right before he had put in this call. What was going on? Was he all right?

“Are you okay—”

“I’m fine,” he replied quickly, a little too quickly, as though he wanted to shut down any doubts I might have had before they could take root in my mind. He knew I could get way too far into paranoia if I wasn’t careful, and that would only lead to chaos in the state that I was in right now. I needed to hold myself together, no matter how hard it might be. I felt like an animal locked up in a zoo, but I wouldn’t stay like this for long – as soon as I found out what was happening with Nadia, I would be able to relax a little. 

“Do you have eyes on her?” I pressed. I had no idea how he could, given that we hadn’t known she was going to make a break for it until it was too late, but I desperately hoped he would say yes. 

“I don’t have much, but the guys I do have last spotted her getting off a plane in St. Petersburg,” he explained. “They think she’s going to carry on to Serbia. I wouldn’t be surprised if she passes straight through and we lose her after that.”

“What guys do you have down there?” I asked, confused. All the way in Serbia? It wasn’t like we had any connections down there, any reason for him to bother with a place like that. What was the point of him having contacts all the way out there?

“Just old friends,” he replied quickly. A little too quickly. I frowned.

“Do I know them?”

“No, they were – I worked with them before I met your father.”

“Can we trust them?” I asked. I didn’t want to tell him about the phone call I had received yet, no need to worry him with something as heavy as that, but I needed to know he wasn’t putting too much of our information on the line.

“Of course we can,” Mauro shot back, and he sounded a little annoyed that I was even questioning him on that. But come on – did he really expect me to just let him tell anyone what was happening right now? This was serious. We were in the midst of something huge, something bigger than anything we had dealt with before, and there was no way that I was going to allow him to brush me off as though I was crazy for wanting more. 

“Then tell me who they are,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady. He paused, hesitated – and I felt a rush of panic hit me. Why couldn’t he just tell me? What the fuck was going on right now?

“I’ll explain it all once I’m back at your place,” he promised. “It’s hard to get into over the phone. I’ll speak to you soon, okay?”

And with that, he hung up before I could say another word. I didn’t like this – didn’t like it one fucking bit. But I knew that Mauro wasn’t going to let me choose how all of this went. He had his contacts, he had a life before my father and I.

And right now, I didn’t like that one little bit. I needed to know everything that was happening, everyone who was involved, and the way he was dancing around answering my questions didn’t sit right to me. I needed to get him to tell me what was happening, but I had no clue how I was meant to do that, not really. If Mauro had secrets, it was going to take a hell of a lot for me to get them out of him.

But maybe I needed to push a little harder to make sure that I did. Because I couldn’t risk having anyone keeping shit from me right now – least of all the one person I was meant to be able to trust above everyone else.
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Nadia

––––––––

[image: ]


AS I HEADED UP THE steps to the plane, my feet dragged underneath me in protest. I didn’t want to do this, didn’t want to actually leave the city, but I didn’t have a choice right now. I had to get out, and I had to make sure I didn’t wind up making more of a mess of this than I already had. 

I hated myself more than I could put into words right now. How had I managed to screw up my life this badly? I needed to go back, to tell Andreas I wanted to be with him and that I couldn’t leave without him, but I knew that staying would have been the wrong choice. Mauro had made that much clear – whatever was happening, Andreas didn’t have control of it any longer, and the best I could do was pray that he didn’t get hurt. Or worse. 

The private jet that was waiting for me was gorgeously well-appointed, and any other time I would have been excited to take a trip in a plane as fancy as this. But right now, I wished I could reel back time and leave the airport before I had even arrived. Life before all of this hadn’t exactly been easy, but at least it had somewhat felt like it had been in my control. This, now? It was utterly beyond my realm of comprehension, everything rushing around me so fast that I hardly had time to take it all in. I wanted to leave it all behind, but I couldn’t; this life would always follow me, the memories of what I’d had before I had fallen for the wrong man and managed to blow it all up in my own face. 

Nikita was waiting for me in the plane, and he greeted me with a warm hug; I was stiff in his arms, not wanting him to think for a moment that I appreciated the gesture. I hated being close to him. Hated having to rely on him. He must have known that, but I got the feeling that there was some part of him that enjoyed it – some part of him that loved knowing I had no choice but to hand myself over to him.

“You made the right choice coming here, Nadia,” he told me, squeezing my hand. He was acting sweet now, but I was sure there was something darker beneath the surface, something he was doing his best to cover up and pretend wasn’t there at all. I wished that I could call it out, but that was far too dangerous. I needed to go along with this for the time being, at least until I got out of this plane and as far from him as possible.

“Here, take a seat, you must be exhausted,” he continued, guiding me to a plush leather chair stacked with pillows; I sank down on to the edge of it, staring out the window, not wanting to make eye contact with him. He was wearing heavy aftershave, and it felt like it was sliding down my throat and choking me. Surely, he had better things to do than hover over me this entire time? I almost wanted to point that out to him, but I knew that it wouldn’t get me anywhere. I had to play by his rules now, and hope for the best – hope it would be enough to get me out of this mess in one piece. 

“There, isn’t that better?” he told me. I nodded. 

“Thanks.”

“I’m so glad you’re here with us, Nadia,” he continued, voice smooth, his words picked carefully. This was a man who was used to getting what he wanted, and had no issue at all talking around the people close to him to make sure that happened. 

“Are you comfortable?” he asked. I didn’t reply. I couldn’t lie like that to him. I knew that he would never have bought it, anyway. 

“You know, Nadia, I’m not a bad guy,” he told me, leaning forward, clearly trying to get me to look at him. I couldn’t. It wasn’t even out of stubbornness, I just didn’t think I could turn to face him without feeling a wave of nausea at what I had just done – coming here, running to him for help. He knew that he had me right where he wanted me, and I resented that on a level that I couldn’t even really put into words. I didn’t want to have to rely on anyone, let alone this fucking creep, but he wasn’t giving me much of a choice. 

“And I’ll prove that to you,” he continued. “As soon as you give me the chance. Trust me, you made the right decision, coming here with us instead of sticking it out with Andreas...”

It let that last word hang in the air for a long moment, seeming to notice how I tensed when he said it. I couldn’t even think about Andreas right now, not without feeling that deep, grinding loss – not without being reminded of how far I was from him, how distant we were. It was only going to get worse, I was only going to get further from him, and I had no idea how I was going to survive all that distance between us. 

“He’s a playboy, Nadia, and he would have hurt you the same way that he hurt almost every woman who was unlucky enough to come into his life,” he went on, smoothly. “Did he ever tell you about the girls he was with before?”

I shook my head. I hadn’t asked much about his previous dating life. I hadn’t wanted to. I figured it was something he would share with me when he wanted to, if he ever did. I knew that Nikita could just be spinning bullshit to me, but something nagged at the back of my mind, warning me that it was true.

“Yes, that’s what I thought,” Nikita agreed. “He wouldn’t want you to know about all the hurt he’d done to them – that makes sense.”

I looked out of the window. I didn’t want to give Nikita an inch, I knew he would take a mile. But a part of me was curious to find out what was going on with Andreas, if there really had been girls before me – and, if so, what the hell had happened to them.

“Trust me when I say that it wouldn’t have ended well for you two,” he remarked. “Especially you, Nadia. It never does, not for the women in his life. You’re safer coming with me than staying here with him to get your heart broken – or worse.”

I couldn’t reply. I didn’t know what he expected me to say right now. I wasn’t going to just quietly agree with him, though I could tell that was what he hoped for – he hoped he had managed to beat me down enough that I would go along with anything he said to me, but I wasn’t there, not yet. I knew Andreas had more to him than Nikita wanted me to believe, and I wasn’t going to write off everything that had happened between us, just because Nikita seemed certain that he knew him better than I did.

“You need someone who really wants to take care of you,” he continued, leaning a little closer to me. I locked eyes with him finally, and that dark, shark-like gaze of his made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I wanted to shove him away, but I knew I had to play along, at least for now. Knew that I had to give him what he wanted. 

“Someone who’s a little more... mature,” he went on, smiling a little wider. “Someone who wants the best for you.”

He let those words hang in the air for a while, and I could tell he was doing his very best to coax a response out of me, but I chose not to give it to him. I yawned, covering my mouth and hoping he would take that as the chance to excuse himself that it was. 

“I’ll leave you to get some rest,” he murmured, patting my arm again. I hated it when he touched me – whenever he laid his hands on me, it was as though he was trying his best to make sure I knew I belonged to him now. I had made my choice, and that meant I was completely at his mercy. Nikita was a dangerous man, I knew that much for sure, and I had no idea how long I would last with him hanging over my shoulder, trying to get under my skin, trying to make it so I didn’t have anything else to fall back on.

“Would you like something to drink?” he pressed, clearly trying to get some sort of reaction out of me.

“No, thank you,” I replied, making sure I didn’t give away anything in my tone of voice. There was no way I was going to let him read into what was happening here – as far as I was concerned, I was going to have nothing to do with this man, I just needed to get out of New York and he was the quickest way to make that happen.

He eyed me for a moment longer, clearly waiting for me to say something else. Maybe he expected me to throw myself at his feet or something, tell him how grateful I was for everything he had done for me? But I wasn’t going to let him think he had that much control over me. I was in charge here. At least, for now. In this conversation, if nothing else. 

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” he remarked, voice arched with annoyance at my lack of response to the way he was speaking to me. I ignored it. I wasn’t going to let him get under my skin. He rose to his feet and backed away from my chair, much to my relief, and left me to my own thoughts for a while.

Shit, I had no idea what I was going to do next. No idea how I was going to get out of all of this in one piece. It just... it felt like far too much for me to handle, the possibility of everything that might come once this plane had landed. Even if Nikita backed off for good, I had a whole new life to make for myself, and I didn’t have a clue what that was going to look like, not really. How could I just start over like this? How was I meant to forget everything that I’d had back in New York? It didn’t seem possible, not even close, and I had no idea how I was supposed to get through all of this without losing my mind. 
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