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Anira Cosic

10 Years Old

“Just a little girl who wants to be loved...”

“DUMBASS.” THE SHOVE sent me crashing to the floor, my hands hitting the wooden planks first, then my knees caught me, keeping my face from slamming down.

I closed my eyes, telling myself over and over: “it’s just another day...”

It was like a daily mantra. Something that didn’t even make sense anymore. There was nothing left to expect from me, no change coming. Those girls didn’t like me, and that was something I’d already figured out.

In my ten years of life, I’d spent nine of them in this place. If they hadn’t accepted me in all those years, they weren’t about to start now.

“Where’s your little cousin, Darko Cosic?” Always the same questions.

“I told you, he’s not my cousin,” I whispered, not bothering to speak up since no one here ever listened anyway.

Darko Cosic was the new Godfather of the Serbian mafia. Hate wasn’t really the word for what I felt toward that whole family. If I could, I’d change my last name. Carrying it was like having a cross on my back—one that didn’t even belong to me.

Or maybe it did belong to me. And I still didn’t know why any of this was happening.

“Leave Anira alone.” Slowly, I brushed the hair out of my eyes and saw Madame Celine standing beside me, the kitchen manager.

In my head, I thanked God for Celine being there.

“That girl shouldn’t even be here. Every last Cosic should be wiped out because of that bastard godfather who only thought about himself, leaving so many of us without fathers.” Vera was the one who hated me the most, because she’d lost not just her father, but a brother too, and her mother had abandoned her at this boarding school.

At least she had a mother—though I wasn’t sure how much good that did her, since her mother apparently started a new life and didn’t want anything to do with her daughter anymore.

Vera was older than me. At thirteen, she thought she was queen of the boarding school. She could boss around even the older girls, but she could never boss me around, because she already hated me too much to ever let me be one of them—something I didn’t want any part of anyway, being in that clique of shallow little girls.

They thought they had the right to mistreat every employee who worked here, just because their parents paid for them to be here.

That would never be part of who I was. I might have lost everything in my life, but I could never bring myself to hurt an ant.

“Miss Vera Lincoln, you may head to your room. It’s time for everyone to be in their quarters,” Celine said in an authoritative tone.

Everyone in the boarding school had to respect the staff, no matter who they were. Even if it didn’t always work out that way.

Vera made a face at Celine, mocking the way the woman spoke, flipping her hair back. She headed off to her room, followed by all the other girls who were always trailing behind her.

I turned around and sat down on the floor, lifting my eyes to Celine, who reached out her hand to me. I took her fingers, and she pulled me to my feet in front of her.

“Are you alright, dear?” Celine asked, touching the side of my face, tucking my hair behind my ear.

“What would I do without you? Vera can’t do much more than shove me around. I really don’t care.” Even though deep down I did care, and it hurt knowing they all hated me, all because of a damn last name, all because of Bojan Cosic, Darko Cosic’s father.

He was the one who set up that attack. The godfather wanted one of the Cartel boss’s daughters, and he spared no effort in kidnapping the boss’s wife, who was still pregnant. Bojan grabbed her and planned to deliver the woman’s baby in cold blood. She was carrying triplets, and the godfather saw himself as some kind of God, deciding which of the girls would be ideal for his son.

The ambush was discovered, and every Serbian mafia man present died. Among them was my father, who was Bojan’s cousin.

“Anira, you don’t have to keep all your feelings locked up inside you. Just know that even if those girls are cruel to you, you’ll always have us as your family.” She leaned in and pressed a long kiss to my forehead.

“Thank you,” I murmured, smiling sideways.

“Now go to sleep, my angel. Tomorrow I’ll leave a special breakfast just for you.” She winked and waited for me to turn around.

I walked out into the hallway of the boarding school.

I didn’t know what it was like to have a life away from this place. Ever since I lost everything, I was sent here, since no one in my family wanted to raise me. The mafia ended up covering all my tuition, because it was part of the agreement they had with my father, and also simply because I carried this stupid last name.

I could hate all of it, but I loved it too—I loved all the kitchen ladies, I loved all my teachers, who were like mothers to me.

From what I’d gathered in random conversations, my father was never a good man. He killed my mother a few days after I was born, and a few weeks later, in that same attack, he ended up losing his life too.

I knew I would never have been happy with him. He was probably an aggressive man, and he would have beaten me a lot worse than the simple shoves those mean girls gave me.

And that’s why I preferred this boarding school a thousand times over.

This place was for girls from zero to eighteen. We had everything: teachers, food, clean laundry. Everything anyone could need—except a blood family. But to me, up to a point, I didn’t miss that.

How can you miss something you never had?

I reached my room and pushed the door open. I was one of the few girls who didn’t share a room with anyone. It was lonely, but after many decisions—whenever they paired me with some girls, they were loud and ended up destroying my things, like clothes and toiletries—it was decided that I would sleep alone.

That was just one more reason for me to realize that happiness, for me, would always be incomplete. I could never have that feeling whole.
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Anira Cosic

“Not all new beginnings are wanted...”

13 Years Later

“WHAT IF I RAN AWAY?” I asked, letting out a loud huff as I sat down on the bed.

“Sweetheart...” Celine walked toward me and sat down beside me on the bed. “I’m scared of pushing you into something that would definitely put you in danger.”

“I don’t want to get married, especially not to a man I’ve never even seen in my life.” Ever since I got the news, I’d been dodging those thoughts. I even started to think, with the delay after they told me, that maybe they’d forgotten, that they wouldn’t go through with the wedding after all.

Until I got the summons again.

“Anira, I wish I could hide you... but... but...” Celine’s eyes filled with tears.

“Yeah, I know.” I reached out and took her hand.

It was complicated, in every way, it was complicated. When I turned eighteen, I was terrified that fate would fall on me—after all, that’s what happened to every woman with any connection to the clan. We were just considered breeding tools in those mafia families.

As the years went by, for a little while I thought I’d slipped through the cracks, that they’d forgotten about me. What could a distant Cosic possibly mean to those hateful men? How could I have been so wrong about all of it? In the end, they remembered me.

“If I could, I’d go with you.” Celine squeezed my hand a little tighter.

“And I’d take you with me.” I forced half a smile.

With my free hand, I brought my fingers under my eyes, wiping away the tears streaming thickly down my cheeks.

When I turned eighteen, I had to leave the boarding school, but like everything else in my life, I’d already planned every step. Even before leaving, I’d rented an apartment, taken the college entrance exam, and as expected, I passed. Maybe that was arrogant of me, but I’ve always been sure of everything I do.

That habit of scripting everything in my life was probably making me even more confused now.

Turning twenty-three made me briefly happy when I realized I was being left alone, that no one from that mafia remembered me. That is, until this moment, when I received the marriage summons.

Petrus Zornickel. That was all I knew about my future husband. And to make it even worse, this Petrus wasn’t even from my country—he was Swiss. Shit, I didn’t even speak their language.

Petrus was apparently the future head of the Swiss mafia, the same clan behind my father’s death, behind all the Serbian men. How could my godfather have done this? Hand me over to a possible enemy.

Had they formed some kind of alliance? But what confused me was that my godfather has a daughter—so why did it fall on me?

Staying out of the mafia was always what I wanted, so I never paid much attention to it, but now I felt lost.

Why did Darko Cosic choose me? With so many other women, some even willing to give their lives for that damned clan. They could’ve just forgotten me... forgotten me...

It had to be punishment—punishment for using all their money to pay for my education, my living expenses, practically my whole life.

“Right when I thought everything would work out, that I’d actually get to live my life.” I let out a hard breath, got up from the bed, and walked across my room to grab my only backpack—red—from the hook. My godfather said I didn’t need to bring many clothes, since my future family would give me outfits according to their country.

I rolled my eyes as I opened the backpack on top of my bed.

I shared the room with Celine. This was the first time I’d ever shared anything with anyone—after all, I was just a lonely woman.

“Take this.” Celine reached out and picked up a picture frame from the nightstand beside the bed.

I took it in my fingers, smiling at the photograph of all my friends from the boarding school.

The teachers, the cafeteria ladies—everyone I knew as family.

They were the ones who had been by my side all those years, and even after I left to study, I kept in touch with all of them. They cared about me, they wanted what was best for me. How could I not love every single one of them?

When Vera turned eighteen, strangely enough, all the girls started ignoring me, to the point where they forgot I existed. My last three years at the boarding school, I was just a “normal” student.

“I’ll keep it with me forever.” I hugged the picture frame and tucked it inside my backpack. “Now it’s time to be strong.”

I let out a forced half-smile.

“I’m sure your new family will let you make phone calls,” Celine said, trying to sound confident. “We can talk whenever you want.”

“I want to believe that, even if it’s almost impossible, I want to...” I exhaled hard as I opened the drawer of the nightstand next to my bed. “I don’t know anything about them. All I know is they’re part of one of the mafias that killed the Serbian men, including my father.”

“Maybe they’re not the villains—maybe they’re the good guys.” At what Celine said, a huge smile spread across my lips.

“Only you could make me smile. How can a member of a mafia be considered a good guy? Everything in this world is rotten, rotten!!!” I stressed the word to hammer it home.

“If I could, I’d do anything to get you out of this world.” I knew she’d do exactly that for me, but there was nothing to be done—this was my fate.

I was born tied to that mafia, and now I’d have to do everything they demanded for the rest of my life, even marry a man I didn’t know.

“Now, before they come to get me, I’d really like to spend one last moment with all my friends,” I said, packing only my documents, some personal hygiene items, and just three changes of clothes into my backpack. If the Zornickels were really going to give me everything I needed, I wasn’t about to lug a bunch of stuff around.

Especially since those mafia men were millionaires and didn’t like women looking sloppy next to them—at the very least, they had to be well-dressed.

“Come on, let’s use our remaining time to give you lots of hugs.” Celine took my hand, and we walked to the dining hall, where everyone would be waiting for me.
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Anira Cosic

“A detestable fate...”

NOW IT WAS OFFICIAL. She was on that fucking little jet.

One of the godfather’s men had picked her up from the boarding school and was taking her to the mob boss’s house. A hateful man with blue eyes, a man she didn’t even dare to look in the eye.

Even though she was born into a mafia circle, she didn’t know how to be part of any of it. It was new, something foreign she didn’t want for herself.

She knew they would come for her at the school, but she still resisted. They had to carry her out. She didn’t want to be far from her students—she loved every single one of them, even the most unruly.

She had studied for this. To do what she loved. And now they were taking away the only thing she loved.

Taking her to a country where she knew nothing. At least the godfather’s wife had been somewhat friendly and told her a bit about Petrus Zornickel—or at least enough to know he wasn’t some drooling old man.

Kalinda. That was the godfather’s wife’s name. She had an unreal kind of beauty. Blue eyes, long red hair, almost as tall as her husband—which, of course, was saying something, since the godfather was absurdly tall.

Anira wiped under her eyes, brushing away the tears that kept forcing their way out. She hugged her bag, pressing it a little tighter against her chest.

She fixed her eyes on the small window of the jet. They would take off soon.

She squeezed her eyes shut as the jet slowly began to roll across the tarmac. The seatbelt was already pressing into her, making her feel secure—not on the inside, obviously. Nothing in that moment could make her feel safe. She was going to a place where she didn’t know anyone. How could she possibly be safe?

She slowly opened her eyes when the engine noise softened, revealing that they were at high altitude, the jet gliding along with calm.

“Want to talk?” She heard the woman’s voice beside her and turned her head.

Kalinda’s eyes fell on her hand, which was resting on the armrest. She had set her bag on the floor at her feet.

“You know, it took me a long time to have even a halfway decent life,” she began, offering a strained half-smile. “First, I lost my mother, then my father. I was sent to a boarding school. All the girls hated me. I spent years living alone, but I had the teachers, the cafeteria ladies, and over time I got used to that place. But... but... I had to leave. I needed to give my life some direction. When I turned eighteen.”

“What did you do?” the redhead asked, at least keeping the conversation going.

“I left. The mafia paid for my studies. I got into college, passed the exams, and started studying literature. I wanted to be a teacher. I like children. Just because those mean girls hurt me doesn’t mean I don’t like kids. That boarding school was like a family—the only one I ever knew.” She let her thoughts drift.

Kalinda was holding her hand, her thumb tracing small circles on her palm. Anira brought her focus back to what they were saying, continuing:

“I graduated. I was always dedicated. I was the best student. Never had time for men. I didn’t enjoy my college life, because I was withdrawn, didn’t want to go to those stupid parties where everyone got drunk and kissed a bunch of mouths. That exchange of saliva disgusted me. But now... now... I see I didn’t enjoy anything. I never let myself live. And now I’m being handed over to a man I don’t know. And at this moment, I hate my parents with everything I have for leaving me, for leaving me alone, for having no one. I have no one.” The tears started falling from her eyes again, uselessly.

She raised her free hand and wiped them away.

“I’m sorry,” the redhead said, picking up a handkerchief from a small table fixed to the floor in front of the seats.

“Don’t be sorry. You’re going through pretty much the same thing I am. After all, only a crazy person would like that monster over there.” She gave a small smile, bringing the handkerchief to her eyes and drying her cheek.

Kalinda was quiet for a moment, then spoke again:

“My sister was supposed to be here, but I switched places with her...” She stopped when Anira’s gaze apparently caught her off guard. “Let me explain better. I have a twin. Let’s just say the godfather wanted the calmer twin, and I didn’t want the better half of us to be handed over to that ‘monster.’”

The redhead finished the sentence in a whisper, and for the first time that day, Anira let out a genuine smile.

“I think you’re crazy.” She raised an eyebrow. “But I still don’t get it. What do you mean, better half?”

“Aurora is good. If she married the godfather, he would drain all the goodness out of her. Not that I’m not good—I am good. But Aurora has a different kind of light in her eyes. She believes the best in everyone. She believes in romance, in fairy-tale princes. Darko would destroy our best person.”

“And now you’re the one going through hell.” They were both whispering so the godfather wouldn’t hear them.

“I think I like living in hell,” she murmured. “I’m not afraid of that man. I know I should be, for the sake of my own life, I should be. But honestly? I love the feeling of provoking him.”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re completely insane for doing this kind of thing? Me? I’d rather be dead in your place. Which is ironic, since I’m going to a country I’ve never been to, to marry a man I’ve never seen in my entire life.” She let out a long sigh. Incredible as it seemed, Kalinda could have had a different fate, and there she was, saving her sister. Was this what it meant to love someone so much you’d do anything for them?

“I wouldn’t wish this on anyone,” Kalinda said. “But I really hope things work out for you.” She raised her hand and wiped away one of Anira’s tears.

“I think I’m going to need all the hope I can get.” She couldn’t help but give a forced smile, just to soften the mood.

“If you’ll take some advice—the Zornickel women aren’t bad. Get close to them. Be their friend. It will make your life a lot easier at the In Ergänzung headquarters.” That was good. And she wanted so badly to believe it.

The Zornickel women were good? She needed to cling to any hope, no matter how small.
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Anira Cosic

“New home...”

THE LITTLE JET TOUCHED down on Swiss soil. I’d slept most of the flight—luckily, the exhaustion and mental drain had let me drift off.

I grabbed my backpack, still at my feet, and looked around for Kalinda. She was gone.

I unbuckled my seatbelt just as Stevan appeared beside me. I didn’t really know what his role was in this mafia, but from the little time I’d spent around them, I’d noticed he was always at the godfather’s side.

“Let’s go, girl.” His tone was harsh.

I let out a loud sigh and searched for Kalinda. I needed her. I needed someone who wasn’t that cruel man.

“I want everything ready by the time we want to leave,” the godfather said, his voice dripping with rudeness and impatience.

I stayed seated, looking for Kalinda. She caught my eye and reached out her hand.

“Come.”

With a half-smile, I took her hand, wrapping my fingers around her warm ones.

It was mid-spring in Switzerland. When we reached the jet door, the wind hit my body immediately. From what I’d read online about this country, the weather could be pretty pleasant this season. The trees were in their glory, thick with green leaves, flowers blooming into beautiful, colorful buds.

I followed Kalinda down the steps. The sky was completely blue, the grass green. It looked like one of those stunning landscapes you see in pictures online.

Then I looked up and saw that enormous house—if you could even call it a house. It was big... really big... maybe a little smaller than the godfather’s place in Serbia, but I couldn’t say for sure. I’d only spent a few hours in the boss’s mansion.

Both places had that medieval vibe, like castles adapted to modern reality, with all the technology the present could offer.

My boots touched the grass, and my eyes locked onto the beautiful scene. If it weren’t for why I was here, I might have thought this place was truly lovely.

“Hell,” I heard the godfather curse as we approached him and Stevan.

He clearly hated being here. At least that was something in my favor.

I wanted to laugh in the mobster’s face right then, but I didn’t. After all, I was in the same boat, hating being in this country. All I wanted was my old life back.

The godfather gestured for his wife to walk beside him. Luckily, she gently pulled me along with her. That way, I wouldn’t feel so alone.

I might have thought those men were handsome if they weren’t such filthy pigs.

We walked down that long path, and it felt like leading an animal to slaughter. That’s how I felt—being led to my death sentence.

It seemed like we were at the back of the house, or headquarters. That’s what they called the main houses, the place where everything happened. And if my future husband was going to be the next boss of this mafia, he definitely lived here, with all these mobsters.

I didn’t see the steps coming right in front of me. I was so distracted, looking at everything around me, that I didn’t even notice we’d reached the house.

Luckily, Kalinda held me a little tighter, and I quickly straightened up beside her.

“Can’t pay attention to anything, can you?” Stevan hissed through his teeth, making his impatience clear. He was on my other side—he’d left the godfather to stick close to me, probably to make sure I didn’t run.

“Go fuck yourself,” I muttered. At my insult, the mobster squeezed my wrist just hard enough to remind me who was in charge, then let go.

We didn’t have to knock. The door opened before we even stopped in front of it.

A man appeared, greeting the two mobsters while completely ignoring the women.

At least I was wearing a wool coat. It might be spring, but the weather was still a little cold.

We stepped inside. When I stopped in the entrance hall, I saw a bunch of mobsters standing around.

“Fuck!” Darko grumbled again when he realized he had to be searched, just like the godfather and Stevan.

The Swiss mobsters spoke their native language among themselves, which I didn’t understand. If I was going to live here, I’d definitely have to learn German.

When we were allowed to proceed, one of the Swiss men led the way. As I suspected, this was the back of the headquarters.

As if Kalinda felt my fingers starting to sweat, she stopped walking, looked at me, and said:

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, let’s go.” I nodded.

There was no escape. I had to face my worst demons.

One step at a time, I realized we were entering a room—or rather, I was sure it was a room, because there were a hell of a lot of people inside.

I looked around at all of them, trying to guess which one might be my future husband, but all that came to mind was that it couldn’t be any of them.

The three mobsters there had wives with them. My body tensed even more when I realized my future husband wasn’t present.

Even though Kalinda had said he wasn’t old, I felt anxious. How could they think it was normal for two people who’d never met to get married?

The first to approach was a man covered in tattoos. He must be the boss, which would make him my father-in-law?

Right behind the tattooed man came two others, who, luckily for me, spoke English. I understood that language perfectly—it was one of the ones we learned at the boarding school.

The three of them greeted Darko and Stevan first, then Kalinda. Apparently, they made some kind of joke with the redhead, which reminded me that they were related.

Like me, she’d been part of a deal—or rather, her sister had.

That still bugged me. Why me? Why not someone closer to the Serbian mafia?

The first to stop in front of me was the tattooed man. He gave a small smile and shook my hand. Next came another guy, not as many tattoos, with incredibly blue eyes. And finally, the third one—he had some tattoos and was the blondest of the three. No introductions, they just shook my hand politely.

Then a short woman stopped in front of me, just like me, with long black hair, pale skin, and blue eyes.

Her smile was beautiful, just like her.

“You don’t speak German, do you?” she said in English.

“No, ma’am...”

“Ah, you don’t need to call me ma’am. We’ll be mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. I want to be like a mother to you.” My eyes widened in shock. That was my future husband’s mother?

“My mother is dead. I never even met her.” I took a step back, speaking her language, gripping Kalinda’s hand a little tighter.

“Oh, that’s fine. I know how it is—new house, new family. I went through it myself. The difference is, I knew the man who brought me into it.” At least she didn’t push the subject.

“Luna, can I trust you?” Kalinda said, and then I found out my mother-in-law’s name was Luna.

“Yes, dear. I’ll take care of her.” Even though the woman whispered, I heard her.

And that felt like my body, stranded in a place where I didn’t know a single soul, finally warming up.

Just as I was starting to feel calm, footsteps made me lift my head. I saw a few young people passing by, and one of them was definitely going to be my husband.
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Anira Cosic

“An unwanted bride...”

MY FEET FELT LIKE THEY had taken root in the floor. I couldn’t even move them.

The first one through the door was a boy with curly blond hair. He had two enormous blue eyes, and right behind him was another boy, a bit smaller, with straight, short-cropped hair in a dark-brown shade. He had the same blue eyes—they almost looked like brothers. Were they brothers?

They both launched themselves over the back of the sofa, landing on it, and said something in their language that I didn’t understand.

Slowly, I pulled my eyes away from the two men who had made that boisterous entrance.

Kalinda squeezed my hand a little harder. It was as if she was telling me through the gesture: That’s Petrus. Your fiancé.

He was tall, like all the men in that room. He had serious eyes, and that greenish tint in them felt like it could pierce straight through my soul. I tried to act indifferent, but I ended up shrinking closer to Kalinda.

When the redhead told me he was handsome, she forgot to mention that he was devastatingly beautiful. My God. How was I supposed to stand next to a man like that? Who was I compared to all the power Petrus Zornickel exuded?

Petrus was wearing a black button-down shirt with the top two buttons undone, revealing a tattoo at the corner of his chest. His sleeves were rolled up, showing more ink on his arms, and his black dress pants fit snugly against my future husband’s legs.

Finally, I let my gaze drop to his feet, which were shod in polished dress shoes. My assessment was complete. My eyes met Petrus’s, and I noticed his dark-brown eyebrow lift slightly in my direction. I’d been caught red-handed. He’d seen me sizing him up without an ounce of discretion.
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