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Anton Koslov

PODMOSKOVNYE VECHERA drifts through the air. It was her favorite song. I remember Olga singing it when she was only five years old. She’d race through the house clutching her porcelain doll, singing, while my other sister, Victoria, chased after her, crying for attention. That image never leaves my head.

My eyes sweep coldly across the empty room. I bring the glass of whiskey to my lips, ice clinking against the crystal. Even that sound grates on me. Today isn’t a good day. My mind is a boiling mess, hatred consuming me as the bitter taste of vengeance slides down my throat. I hear the quick, decisive footsteps—I’ve lived with Yegor Volkov for over two decades, and he always walks the same way. There’s no mistaking it when the door opens: first the tattooed arm appears, then the man it belongs to.

His dark gaze searches for me, and when it finds me, he steps inside and shuts the door. His hair is disheveled; he’s been working until now. Despite his clean hands, there’s a bloodstain on his shirtsleeve, hidden beneath the dark jacket of his impeccable suit. Two defining features mark the Underboss of the New York Bratva: the scar cutting across his left eyebrow and his dark suits.

He walks to the sideboard, pours himself a drink, then goes to the window and stares out at the view from the apartment nearly fourteen hundred feet above Manhattan.

“He gave a name,” he says, and downs the whiskey in one gulp.

I lean forward, resting my forearms on my thighs, watching him closely. My blood is boiling hotter than it did when Olga’s coffin sank six feet into the earth. My middle sister was brutally murdered at twenty-three, days before her wedding to Yegor. Someone betrayed us, and I need a name, a lead, so I can avenge her the way she deserves.

If they wanted to provoke my fury, they succeeded.

“I can barely believe it,” Yegor continues, his voice cold as ice, “but the kidnapper is dead, along with his accomplices.” He turns to face me. “I just need the order to execute the one who gave the command.”

Yegor is my most trusted man, as much as Aleksei Orlov, my advisor. We’re practically the same age and grew up together in New York. They serve me as they should—on the foundation of loyalty, without mistakes, without hesitation. Still, I don’t know how emotionally involved he was with Olga. He never showed feelings, and the marriage was my request. He accepted willingly, and so did my sister.

I always suspected Olga was in love with him, in the bloom of her early twenties, so marrying them seemed viable—good for the family. My sister would be safe, out of danger. She wouldn’t have to stay hidden in London anymore.

Until we got distracted. Someone was watching her. They waited a second—while she was trying on her wedding dress—killed the two guards, and took her. I only found her when she was already dead, her body dumped in a filthy room with all the disrespect a human being could endure.

“Who was it?” I ask, without raising my voice.

I never raise my voice. I never shout. I don’t lose control of anything, because if I do, blood will spill. And after burying my sister, I’m a hair’s breadth from setting all of New York on fire until I find out who did this.

“The Italians,” he says. “The bastard said Don Giuliano Morelo ordered Olga’s death.”

The Cosa Nostra. Our allies, with whom we’ve done business for years, maintaining the peace, trying not to spark a war when something goes off the rails, no matter how small.

“Strange,” I comment. “Why would Morelo risk our peace?”

He just shakes his head, jaw tightening.

“You tell me. I’ve hated that bastard and his family for a long time. I’ve wanted to bury the whole family a couple of times—ants in their mouths—but I didn’t, out of respect for your orders.” He squeezes the glass hard.

I think for a moment. A few months ago, Morelo offered me his daughter in marriage, and I refused. I never even saw the girl, but the age difference was glaring, and I didn’t want her.

“That’s not how we settle our scores, Yegor.” I lean back into the sofa and run a hand over my chin.

“Give me the word, Anton.” He steps closer and sits in the armchair. I watch his cold expression transform into pure hatred. “Authorize it, and I’ll make the Morelos bitterly regret what they did to us. I swear it.”

Good thing I’m the boss, or everything would be lost.

“I feel the same hatred you do, Yegor.” I lock eyes with him.

“But?” He grows impatient.

“I’ll handle it differently,” I assure him.

In a situation like this, I can do whatever I want—torch the Morelos, torture them to death, strip the drugs and guns from their warehouses, or blow them up. No one in their right mind will judge me when it leaks that they killed Olga. But I’m a sadist. And I want more than their deaths. I want them to bleed from their eyes. I want them to regret every second of their existence. Every single one of them.

“What are you going to do?”

Knocks at the door cut our conversation short.

“Come in,” I authorize.

The door opens slowly. Aleksei enters, his alert eyes shifting from one of us to the other. He shoves his hands into his pants pockets and stands.

“Do you need me?”

“I think so.” I nod toward the other armchair. “Sit down.”

He gives an affirmative nod and sits facing Yegor.

“We found out it was the Italians,” I tell him, but he doesn’t react—as if he already knew.

“I think we should go all out on them,” Yegor insists.

“That’s not how I’ll avenge myself against the man who took my most precious thing,” I state. “I want him to suffer for every second he planned this against me. We need to think of a way to destroy Don Giuliano from the edges. He has no idea we know, and that the kidnapper he hired to torture my sister is dead. We have to give him enough rope to hang himself.”

“I don’t know if I can take it,” Yegor admits.

“Then stay out of it,” Aleksei advises. “It’s better that way. You’re emotionally involved—you buried your fiancée days before your wedding. Leave the execution of what needs to be done to me.”

He doesn’t answer. He just rises and walks to the window again.

“What do you want to do?” Aleksei asks me.

He’s a good strategist. Together, we can craft the perfect plan.

“An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth?” I inquire. “Seems too primitive. I’d have to go straight to Morelo himself.”

“You don’t want to torture them?” He doesn’t understand.

“I do,” I decide. “And do worse than what they did to Olga.”

Aleksei and Yegor exchange glances.

“I spoke with Oz Adler earlier. He gave me a good tip on how to sink Morelo without him noticing. The old Italian won’t know it’s us. We’ll make him think he has a thousand enemies lurking. I want to drive him insane.”

“That’s a solid move,” Aleksei agrees, tilting his head side to side.

“I still think locking the whole family inside the house and burning them alive would be more prudent,” Yegor insists.

“We’ll do it my way,” I warn, then look at Aleksei. “For the next few weeks, I’ll be away.”

“Away?” Yegor cuts in, irritated. “You want to travel in the middle of all this chaos?”

“No, it’s part of the plan,” I make clear. “I need you both to keep an eye on the Italians at all times.”

“How many men do you want involved in this?”

“No one but me,” I reply thoughtfully. “For what I’m about to do, I won’t need security. Just me.”

They exchange confused looks.

“Why don’t we grab some random guy and pin it on him?” Yegor jumps in, calmer now. “Let him think it was a common criminal’s hit. We hand over a fake killer—he won’t know a thing, then he gets tortured and killed without giving any leads. Meanwhile, we work on our plans.”

I disagree. He has no idea what I’m about to do.

“We’ll destroy their business. Make Morelo screw himself over with every other mobster in the city. Organized crime has to hate him.” I lay it out and look at Aleksei. “I’m going to have the jewel of the Cosa Nostra in my hands.”

“You could be clearer,” Yegor asks, shifting restlessly.

“Morelo has a bastard daughter. He loves her devotedly. She’s a traitor, from what I understand. Oz was going to kill her, but he spared her, waiting for the right moment.”

“And now’s that moment?”

“Yes. I’ll go to this woman. I’ll take her for myself and make her serve me. After that, I’ll deliver her in pieces—a gift-wrapped package to Morelo,” I say coldly.

“Are you sure that’s the best plan?” Aleksei tenses.

“If I attack Morelo, he won’t suffer—not even if I kill him. But if I lay a finger on the one he loves, the one for whom he was willing to betray Oz Adler’s trust—” I shake my head. “He’ll pay more. And I’ll have avenged Olga’s death.”

“And what if he doesn’t care about the daughter?” Yegor asks. “What if she means nothing?”

“She’s his most precious thing. He loves her deeply. We’ll strip things from them slowly, without rush. Their business declining, the betrayal of a daughter, of trusted men... we’ll work so he’s tortured just like Olga was.”

Just thinking about it, I could break the Italian’s neck ten different ways. Resurrect him and do it again, until there’s nothing left of his body to tell the story. But the plan—destroying his reputation, taking everything from him little by little, watching him wither—is far more pleasurable than a simple death.

“When can I start?” Aleksei wants to know.

“Today,” I inform him. “I already have her location. I just need to sort out a few things.”

“But what if she knows who you are?”

“That’s the thing—she doesn’t know me,” I say with certainty. “Our paths have never crossed. She lived locked inside the Cosa Nostra’s show house, taking care of the prostitutes they traffic. She had no social life. I don’t remember ever seeing her even once...”

“You have to account for the possibility that she might have seen you and you just don’t know.”

I tilt my head, considering that possibility.

“I have a Plan B in case that happens. I want to make her trust me. And when she does, I’ll destroy her soul and her heart.” I close my fist as if crushing her chest. “And she’ll feel it—just like her father will—what they did to my sister.”

Everyone nods.

“Excuse me, it’s an important call.” Aleksei stands, grabs his phone, and leaves the room.

“And what do you want me to do?” Yegor insists on acting hotheaded.

“Why don’t you take a few days and rest?” I suggest.

“You know I won’t do that.”

“Then do whatever the fuck you want—just don’t get involved in this right now. You can’t, or you’ll fuck it up.”

He doesn’t answer. He just stares ahead, silent and sullen.

“I’m going to my apartment,” he says suddenly and heads for the door. “If you need me, call.”

I nod, and he leaves.

I stare at the glass walls of the penthouse. I didn’t suffer when my father died. But losing Olga got to me. Not just because she was my sister, but because I know I failed her. I didn’t protect her enough. I’ll never forgive myself for that. I let my guard down. I didn’t think they’d attack us—right before a family wedding. But Don Giuliano did it out of revenge, because I didn’t want his daughter.

Predictable, even if it never crossed my mind that he’d orchestrate the whole thing. The bastard came to the funeral. He hugged me. He gave me his condolences. I’ll do the same. When the girl is in our hands, I’ll be right there with him, supporting him—until I deliver the final blow.

You can bet there won’t be much left of the Cosa Nostra when I’m done with them.

Or my name isn’t Anton Koslov, pakhan of the Bratva.

​
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[image: ]




Ginevra Perrone

“TI HO GIÀ DETTO DI non toccare la legna, ti farai male alla mano, Antonio!” I shout in Italian from the kitchen window, and he freezes, stock-still.

“Scusa, mama,” he answers.

I smile and finish washing the pots I dirtied during lunch. I decided to make the pasta myself, and can you believe it? I ended up dirtying more dishes than I expected. It had been a while since I’d made my own noodles, and despite the mess, it turned out divine. Antonio loved it. I watch him play in the yard of our house in Blue Springs, Colorado. It sits next to Blue Sky Mountain, and our town is a stopover for tourists. I live halfway along, on an isolated property.

The town survives on mining and tourism. Some properties get by on apple orchards. And even though I’m not a grower, I have ten apple trees in my grove. Antonio told me the other day he doesn’t want any more apple pie or even jam—he’s sick of it.

So I do what I can to keep them from spoiling and donate them to some locals. There’s this guy I know, Jimmy, who comes by to pick up baskets of apples on Saturday mornings. He eats my pie and always takes a big jar of jam without complaining. I finish washing the pots and dry my hands on the towel. I glance at the security monitor I keep running—I’m used to seeing nothing new, which is a relief.

Here, Antonio and I are safe. No one has come looking for us in the last six months, and we live in peace. I leave the kitchen and walk over to my son, who’s trying to build his own swing. I’m not great at that kind of thing, and I don’t have the nerve to ask Jimmy to do it. He already hits on me without me asking for favors, so imagine if I did? I can’t. I’ll watch some videos online and see if I can figure it out myself. He’s liked swings since he was little.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s a swing, Mom!” we’re speaking English now.

I speak both languages with him. We’re from Sicily, in Italy. Since he was small, I’ve made a point of speaking Italian with him—it’s our mother tongue, and I’m very proud of that.

I kneel beside him, the wind messing with his brown hair, just like mine. Luckily, he takes after me—we have the same brown eyes that look like two light stones. He didn’t inherit a single trace of his father’s DNA.

“And are you managing?”

“Of course I am!” he says, proud of himself, as he ties a rope to the ends of some braided pieces of wood.

I hear a thunderclap, followed by lightning. I lift my gaze past the lake in front of our house and see the dark sky, the wind picking up little by little.

“There’s a storm coming,” I say. “Why don’t you take that to the garage and finish it there?” I suggest.

“Okay,” he answers obediently, grabs his sticks and rope pieces, tucks them under his arm, and heads inside.

I still stare at the horizon and push back the strands of hair that come loose from my ponytail because of the strong wind. Since we’ve been here—meaning, the last six months—there have been two heavy rainstorms. They caused damage everywhere, so much so that they had to rescue clueless tourists who got trapped on the mountain. That usually happens because they don’t hire guides and don’t check the weather forecast.

I hug myself as the clouds start moving fast and another thunderclap crosses the sky. I run after Antonio and close the door, shut the windows, and check that everything is sealed tight. The wind howls through the cracks, and I convince him to leave his sticks and come inside, where it’s safer. The garage door is sturdy, but you never know when the winds get dangerous in this mountainous region.

“Can I watch cartoons?” he asks.

“You can, but none of that teenage garbage!” I warn, wagging my finger. “Watch stuff for your age, or I’m turning off the TV!”

“Okay!” he answers impatiently.

He drags himself to the couch, grabs the remote, and turns it on.

“Shoes off the couch, Antonio!”

He kicks them off without taking his eyes off the screen. I don’t like him spending too much time in front of the TV, but today there’s no choice—we have to stay inside. In less than ten minutes, the rain starts coming down hard, pounding against the glass, but I like the sound. I like hearing the rain hit the window and run down it—it reminds me of my childhood, when my grandmother was still alive and made peanut cakes for me, a secret family recipe.

She told me she’d give me the recipe when I got married and became a mother. But there wasn’t time. When she died, I wasn’t even thinking about being a mother. Bitterness crawls up my throat, and I try to think about something else. I sigh and remind myself that I’m free from whatever prison I lived in before. And Antonio and I are fine.

I grab the laundry basket that needs to be put away and head upstairs to the bedrooms. I leave Antonio’s clothes on his bed for him to put away later. He turned six two weeks ago and can already help me with chores. I put away my own clothes and hear my phone ring somewhere. I look around and remember I left it in the kitchen.

I go downstairs and find Antonio running toward me, holding the phone.

“It’s Jimmy!” He smiles happily.

He likes Jimmy. Whenever Jimmy comes, he plays soccer with my son for half an hour before leaving, after inviting me to dinner and me turning him down for the thousandth time. Jimmy’s nice—I just don’t want to get involved with anyone.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” I take the phone and answer. “Hey, Jimmy!”

“Hey, Gin,” he says on the other end. “Raining a lot over there?”

“Plenty! Did something happen?”

After all, he only calls when something serious goes down and he wants to know if we’re okay.

“So, the rain started, but there was a flash flood that took out the bridge. You’re stranded until they fix it—”

“Shit!” I curse.

“I’m worried about you two being alone, but either way, keep an eye out. Some tourists haven’t come back from the mountain hike, and we can’t reach them,” he says.

Jimmy runs a tourism and safety company in town. If he ran for mayor, I’m sure he’d win easily because he’s so popular from it. He knows everyone, helps everyone. He’s got a jeep that can pull even a truck. He’s usually the one who rescues the lost ones.

“If anyone shows up around here, I’ll let you know.”

“A little while ago, some guy passed by on a loud Harley Davidson, heading toward the mountain. He didn’t respect the sign warning not to go up because of the rain, and he crossed the bridge before it gave way. The road’s going to be a mess of mud. If you hear anything, let me know.”

“Don’t worry, Antonio and I are fine, and I can take care of myself.”

“I know you can,” he says warmly, “but let me know...”

“You won’t be able to get here, Jimmy,” I remind him. “The bridge is down.”

“I’ll figure something out...” he insists.

“Alright, if anything different happens, I’ll let you know, okay?”

“Sure. Later, Gin.”

“Later.”

I hang up and leave the phone on the counter. Figures it would be some rebellious biker who’d ignore the warning and head for the mountains. And if he already crossed the area and reached the foot of the mountain, his bike definitely isn’t getting out of there—the roads are dirt, and it’s impossible for anyone who doesn’t have skill or know the terrain.

“I’m hungry, Mom...” Antonio says, and I roll my eyes.

“You just had lunch, Toni.” I move closer to the living room door, and he watches me over the back of the couch.

“I want milk, Mom, please!” He puts his hands together to beg.

“Alright.”

I go to the kitchen and grab the glass of milk. I look out the window—a curtain of water crashes down from the sky with fury. I feel sorry for the people on the mountain; they must be scared to death and freezing. I decide that later, I’ll take my jeep and drive around the roads to see if I can find anyone to help. There’s an old stable on the lower part of the property, and people can stay there until Jimmy figures out a way to help them.

As thoughtful as he is, I’m sure he’ll get a boat to cross the river and come pick up those tourists.

I hand Antonio the glass of milk and sit down next to him. He curls up against me, and we stay there, watching cartoons about video games. When he’s not watching the influencers who play the games he likes. I don’t appreciate him watching because of the swearing, but sometimes it slips through.

The rain only lightens up late in the afternoon. There’s still about an hour until sunset, so I convince Antonio to hop in the jeep and drive around to see if we find any stranded people.

“What if we find an alien? Or a zombie!” Antonio asks as he turns on the flashlight and looks out the window, even though it’s still daylight. “Would you cut his head off?”

“Shouldn’t you be the one cutting it off? Since they come out of your head?”

He looks at me, shocked.

“Che vuoi dire, mama?” he asks, stunned. “Marcelo mi ha detto che nel seminterrato di casa sua ci sono due zombie che mangiano il cervello dei bambini!”

“And did he see them, and they didn’t eat his brain?”

“No, perché Marcelo gli ha lanciato le uova agli zombie!”

“And eggs kill zombies?” I continue in English.

“No, but they’re scared and disgusted. Nobody likes eggs. Who likes them?”

I smile as I look around. Antonio hates egg yolk—he only eats boiled eggs or if they’re fried really well.

I glance at the side of the road, and something catches my attention. A stretch of vegetation on the roadside has been torn up at the start of the dirt section. I stop in front of the path, and from there I can see the bike and the biker lying in the ditch.

“He must have gotten hurt,” I say. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

He nods and keeps playing with the flashlight. But I take two steps, and Antonio slams the car door and runs to my side.

“Didn’t I tell you to stay in the car?” I ask angrily.

“I just want to see who it is,” he answers, curious, as if I’m overreacting. “What if it’s a zombie.”

“Zombies don’t ride bikes, Toni!”

“No si sa mai, mama!” he says, waving his hand in the air as if giving his verdict.

I roll my eyes and walk down the small slope sideways, my boots steady to keep from slipping. The bike is on one side, and the biker is on the other, face down. His helmet came off. His light hair is a mess of dirt and tangled strands.

“I just hope he’s not dead...”

“Zombies are dead, Mom!” Antonio informs me.

I nudge him with my foot. When he doesn’t move, I shake him and crouch down, but no sign. I manage to roll him onto his back and then notice he has a huge bump on his head and is bleeding.

“Well, shit!” Antonio says, and I glare at him. “Scusa, mama!”

I don’t like him swearing, but he hasn’t only been around me these past few years, so I can’t blame him for it.

“Hey, mister...?” I shake him. Nothing.

If he’s injured, he might not wake up. I hear thunder in the distance and know more rain is coming.

“We need to get you out of here...”

“Why don’t you pull him?” Antonio asks the obvious.

“Because he’s heavy,” I state the obvious.

“Why don’t you tie a rope to him and pull him?” He raises his hands in the air and points at the jeep.

I look at my son, and he’s given me an idea.

“You know you just gave me a great idea, sweetheart?”

“I did?”

“Yeah, let’s go home and get the first-aid board Jimmy left in the stable...”

“Let’s go, Mom, let’s save the bad man!” he says excitedly, and I start laughing.

I think he called him a bad man because of the leather jacket and the tattoos on his hands and neck. And guys with custom bikes have a reputation as bad boys. Kids are so observant!
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Ginevra Perrone

WITH A HELL OF A LOT of effort, I manage to get the big one onto the board. Then I tie him down every way I can, run a rope to my jeep, and haul him up. And I do something insane—I drag him along the road, because I can’t get him into the truck bed. He’s a huge man, well over six-foot-three, no question, and strong. The heavy leather clothes don’t help, so I have to do it this way, but I keep it at twenty kilometers an hour so the board doesn’t flip.

The blow to his head was hard, because he doesn’t wake up through all the shaking on the road. I take him to the stable, pulling with the jeep, and untie him. I have to use superhuman strength to get him onto the bed. Eventually I give up, put the mattress on the floor, and roll him onto it. I’m exhausted when I’m done. I brought the saddlebags from the bike and open them to see what’s inside. Just a bag with clothes.

I make Antonio stay inside the house, even though he doesn’t want to—after all, I’ve got a stranger in the stable. And it’s not that I’m prejudiced, but bikers usually belong to outlaw motorcycle clubs, and we’re not far from Route 66. The West Coast is famous for criminal gangs.

I sit on the floor and wipe the dirt from his face, with its blond stubble. His hair is matted with blood, and there’s no way to wash it. I clean the wound and put a bandage on it. I take his hand—covered in rings, no tattoos. But I can see from the cuff of his jacket that he has ink on his arms. And also, from his collar, that he’s a man with a lot of tattoos.

A lot.

I see blood on his white T-shirt and frown, worried. I open his jacket, then pull the shirt down, and the designs start appearing before my eyes as I stretch the collar. The lines are interesting, but I freeze when I see the eight-pointed star on his right shoulder. My heart races and my throat goes dry. I let go of the fabric and, with my left hand trembling, pull it to the other side.

There’s another star there, its halves painted black. I swallow hard—I’d bet his knees have two stars too.

I let his shirt fall back and stare at the man. What’s a Bratva member doing here? Especially one with this much authority? Only the boss—the most powerful of them—would have two stars, one on each shoulder. Either it’s a huge coincidence, or Oz sent him to kill me as a favor, I figure, a chill running down my spine.

But would the Pakhan do the dirty work himself?

I don’t think so—it could be a simple coincidence.

I’m not taking the risk. I run to my jeep, still parked where I left it after bringing him here, and grab the ropes. I roll him onto his side and tie his hands tight, then bind his feet the same way. I swallow hard, my heart pounding. I have a son and I need to protect him—I can’t take the risk. I decide to loop the rope around his arms and secure him to the wall, just to make sure he won’t find us.

I’m breathless when I finish, and even though I feel bad because he might not know anything, my sixth sense tells me to protect Antonio.

I drive my jeep out of the stable just as it starts raining again. I get out to lock the stable door and take one last look at the man, motionless on the floor. How did this happen? I lock it with the padlock and bring the car into the garage. The right thing to do would be to run, but we have nowhere to go, and it would be way too risky to take Antonio out in this torrential rain.

But no less dangerous than having a Bratva member in my backyard.

I lock the doors and windows. These men aren’t human beings—they’re cold, cruel killers. They’re trained in the worst possible way to kill without mercy. I don’t know the head of the Bratva in New York; I only know his name is Anton, because I once heard Don Giuliano Morelo mention that he wanted his daughter, Annetta—the princess of Cosa Nostra—to marry him.

I worked five straight years for the Italian mafia in New York. It wasn’t what I wanted, but I didn’t have a choice. My father was Don Morelo’s right-hand man his whole life—they were loyal friends—and when he died, coincidentally, I already had my ticket bought for America.

I had a long life in Italy, until I was forced to join the Cosa Nostra. I buried my father, and two months later, my mother was gone too, a victim of the cancer that consumed her. Watching her wither away was terrible, and I didn’t have enough time to take care of her the way she needed—something I can’t forgive myself for.

Before I fled to Colorado with Antonio, that was my life: taking care of the girls who were brought in for prostitution through human trafficking. Something that ate away at my soul, but like I said, I didn’t have a choice.

“Mama?” Antonio calls me, and I spin around, startled.

I was drinking water and watching the stable door from here. I doubt that man can get out of those ropes, but coming from a Bratva member, I don’t know what he’s capable of—even with the rope tied behind his back and in the humiliating way I did it. I wouldn’t put it past him to chew through the rope or break his hands to get free—they’re capable of anything and trained for it like machines of hatred.

“Hey, sweetheart.”

He comes closer, and I run my hand through his hair.

“And the man we helped?”

“He’s going to sleep in the stable.” I bend down and look him in the eye, holding his shoulders. “He’s a dangerous man, Anton. You can’t go out there. Mommy thinks he came to get us... remember I told you that bad men might come for us?”

He nods.

“Well, he might be one of them.”

“You said we’d have to leave...”

“That’s true, but we’re stuck here, remember? The bridge collapsed, and there’s no way out now—traveling in the rain could be dangerous.” I take a deep breath and touch his face. “Mommy’s going to keep an eye on him. But tomorrow, when it gets light, you’ll go down to the basement and hide until I find out who he is...”

“And stay quiet...”

“That’s right. There’s food and a cell phone down there. If Mommy doesn’t call you a few hours after you go down...”

“I call Uncle Jimmy,” he finishes, leaving me relieved.

“Very good.” I smile, satisfied and relieved.

“But you’ll meet me at Uncle Jimmy’s house later, right?”

His eyes shine with a unique innocence. I love my son more than anything in this world. There’s no explaining it.

“Of course I will,” I lie to him. “They’ll never find you in the basement, remember? Mommy’s going to put the couch on top with the rug—they’ll never know, only Uncle Jimmy.”

He nods.

“Now, go upstairs and take your shower—I’ll make dinner.”

“Okay, Mama.” And he makes me laugh when he mixes the two languages.

He runs out of the kitchen, and I stand up, looking again toward the stable. The lights outside illuminate the area around the building. I think I was really cruel when I tied him up and left everything dark. I bite the corner of my mouth—he’s going to be furious; he’s going to think he was kidnapped. It’s going to look like I kidnapped the head of the Bratva.

I start laughing nervously—I’m crazy: how can I be laughing in a situation like this?

My phone rings on the counter, and I nearly have a heart attack from the shock. It’s Jimmy. I’m torn about whether to tell him about the man in my stable. He’ll go crazy trying to get me and Antonio out of here, and there’s nothing he can do—not even by helicopter could he get here now. Besides, I don’t think Jimmy has any idea what the Bratva is—he’s probably only seen mobsters on TV, in some Tarantino movie.

“Hey, Jimmy.” I tuck my hair behind my ear.

A lightning bolt lights up the yard, which is flooded. Luckily the house is on high ground—if it floods, we’re safe even on the second floor.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I clear my throat. “Just keeping an eye on the yard—the runoff is heading for the lake, and the barn might flood again...”

I bring my hand to my mouth. That man is tied to the floor, and he’ll drown if everything floods. And it always floods—I’d forgotten about that. For a moment, I wonder if it wouldn’t be better for him to die there and for me to dump his body in the lake afterward—no one would ever know. Except his associates and whoever sent him here. If anyone sent him at all. This life of fear and my need to protect Antonio makes everything harder and more complicated.

I just want my son to be okay, regardless of my past and what I was forced to do out of love for him. And I’d do it all again. Maybe, if the man dies in the barn, it wouldn’t be so bad.

I’m not like this. If I kill someone from the Bratva, I’ll have a target on my back for the rest of my short life. They’ll hunt me down and make mincemeat out of me and Antonio. I take a deep breath, not knowing what to do.

“Gin, you there?”

I lean one hand on the marble counter and nod as if he could see me.

“Yeah, I’m here, sorry—I got distracted with the dinner pot,” I lie.

“We got in touch with Leonard, the guide. They’re on their way to your place. I know it’s an unusual request, but can you put them up until everything gets sorted? I know you don’t like visitors, but your property is the only one on this side of the bridge, and they’ve got nowhere to hide...”

“Sure,” I answer without thinking, “they can stay here—I’ll lend them my living room to settle in, and there’s the library too,” I say, starting to pace back and forth.

Strangers, a Bratva member in my stable. What else do I need on my plate? For this man to wake up furious and kill us all and dispose of the bodies without a trace? I go back to the window and notice the water level is rising.

“Leonard said it’s just a couple and him,” Jimmy’s voice brings me back to reality. “He promised they won’t be any trouble.”

“It’s fine, Jimmy, I’m not leaving these people out on the street.”

I hear a horn honk in front of the house.

“I think they’re already here...” I run to the living room to pull back the curtain and look out the window: “Is that a yellow reserve jeep?”

“That’s right. Do you remember Leonard? You met him at Joanne’s bakery a few months ago...”

“I think so.” I head for the door. “If I don’t know him, I’m about to,” I joke. “I’m going to hang up, Jimmy, so I can welcome your guests.”

“Thanks.”

I hang up and open the door. A man with long, tied-back hair gets out of the jeep. Of course I remember Leonard—he’s the guy who wouldn’t stop making stupid sexist jokes. I’m not good with jokes—I hate them.

“Hey, Gina,” he calls me that, and I don’t mind. We shake hands.

The couple appears—they must be around fifty, and they’re freezing cold, shivering nonstop.

“I think Jimmy talked to you.”

“He did. Come on in, take a hot shower...”

“My name is Evelyn Branshaw, and this is my husband, Torn,” she introduces herself warmly, her glasses lenses soaked. “The rain caught us—I’m so sorry to intrude on your home.”

“I’m Gin.” It’s better than saying Ginevra and having it come out wrong. “Come on in...”

I let them pass, and Antonio comes running down the stairs.

“Our stuff is still at the hotel.”

“I can get you some clothes,” I tell her, “and I think I have two bathrobes that’ll fit you both—I don’t have any men’s clothes in the house.”

“That’s fine.” Torn smiles warmly. “You’re already doing so much by taking us in—we don’t want to be a burden.”

“It’s no burden. This is my son, Antonio,” I introduce them. “The bathroom is under the stairs—there are towels and robes in the closet. Make yourselves at home. I’ll make some hot soup...”

“We don’t want to trouble you.”

“Don’t worry about it—it’s the least I can do. Excuse me...”

Antonio is friendlier with Leonard, and he jokes around with my son while the couple goes to the bathroom to wash up. I grab potatoes and put them in the pot to boil. Nothing a potato soup won’t fix... I smile, remembering that a good friend said that. The craziest, fastest, most intense friendship I ever had. She saved my life.

Thanks to Louise Adler, I’m free.

But I know I’m a traitor to the organized crime world, and Oz will find a way to make me pay, even if it means sending someone to kill me.

I look toward the stable. What do I do now? The rain isn’t letting up, the water level is rising, and if I don’t get that man out of the stable, he could die. And how am I supposed to explain to my guests that I have a man tied up in my stable? When did everything start going wrong again?
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CHAPTER 4
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Anton Koslov

THE FIRST THING I FEEL is pain, all over my body, like I’ve been tied up. My arms and legs ache, and I can’t move. My head is pounding; I try to shift, but it’s impossible. It was raining. I was riding the bike when it skidded on the road and I lost control.

I breathe deep and try to open my eyes, but I hear the crack of thunder and the groan of a door. I breathe deep again, forcing my mind and my pain under control. Whatever happened, I need to get out of here. I need to stand up. I blink a few times. The place is dark, and I’m cold and wet. I can feel my clothes soaking, like I’m submerged in water. I pull my arms—I can move them. Then my legs.

“You need to get up,” a sweet voice says. “You need to get out of here, or you’ll drown...”

I blink again until my eyes adjust, and I see the woman with the brown hair, but I can’t make out her face. She puts a hand on my shoulder, trying to help me.

“Please, stand up,” she begs. “I can’t carry you to the house. You’re heavy.”

House? Where am I?

“Where am I?” My mouth is dry, and I’m freezing.

“My house. In Colorado,” she answers, straining to get me to sit up. I force myself to do it.

I feel like I weigh a ton, because it’s hard to sit. I have to breathe for a moment before I look around and realize I’m in a flooded shed, and the water level is rising.

“We need to get out of here. The rain’s getting worse—this place is going to turn into a swimming pool...”

She’s right. I was trained to survive. I force my mind to focus: stand up, walk. I nod and let out a groan as I get to my feet with her help. She’s small, fragile. Doesn’t matter. I need to get out of here. I need to survive. We walk out of the shed, my boots splashing against the water streaming into the building. The storm wind lashes me, and I shiver from the cold.

“My house is just ahead.” She points, and I strain to see.

The streetlights turn everything into a spiral of golden glares, and the rain messes with my vision. What happened to me?

“Come on... you’re going to get soaked, but after what you’ve been through, you’ll survive.”

After what I’ve been through? I don’t ask. I keep walking quickly beside her as the rain whips us without mercy. I let out another groan when we climb the stairs, and finally I feel the warm air as we step inside the house. I notice someone else approaching and tense up, ready to strike if I have to.

“It’s okay, Leonard,” the woman says. “He’s fine. He just fell off his bike and he’s confused.”

Fell off my bike? That’s right. I had an accident. Someone rescued me.

“Let’s go to the living room. There’s a bathroom with hot water in there. You need to get those clothes off and take a shower, or you’ll get pneumonia.”

I’m surprised by the kindness. Something that doesn’t exist in my world. I deal with all kinds of people, but amiability isn’t something I’m used to. Except when I used to visit my sisters in London. They were kind. And I liked that. Especially with Olga. Victoria is more of a rebel.

Why am I thinking about this now? Thinking about Olga only weakens my mind. It doesn’t help me survive.

“Is he the bad man, Mama?” the boy asks.

I can only make out a small shape near my waist. The woman with the angelic voice helps me sit on the couch. I focus on the kid—about six years old—and figure he must be thinking that because of my leather clothes and because I normally look aggressive, even more so when my hair is loose and a mess.

“Go upstairs to your room!” she orders, then turns to me. I don’t see the boy leave.

Her face is right in front of mine. Beautiful honey-colored eyes.

“Do you want me to take off your clothes? Can you manage?”

It takes me a few seconds to answer, but I think I can do it myself.

“Just show me where the bathroom is,” I ask.

She points to the door under the stairs.

“I’ll help you get there,” she says.

I try to get up on my own, but the pain in my gut is fucking brutal. She helps me, and limping again, we make it to the bathroom. She lowers the toilet lid, and I sit down. Another groan. I must have some kind of wound. I need to check it.

The woman—who smells like fruit—steps away and opens a cabinet.

“There’s a towel and a robe in here. Lucky for me, I bought them on sale, and there’s enough for everyone,” she says, though it makes no sense to me. “Take a shower and put on the robe.”

“My things...” I’m worried about my bag in the saddlebags. My gun is hidden under the leather.

“They’re still in the shed. I’ll get them,” she says.

And before I can stop her, she leaves the bathroom and shuts the door. I pull my jacket off my shoulders, and my arms ache. It feels like I was tied up and stretched. I know that pain. I’ve been tortured before, and it’s the same sensation.

I know I’m not in danger. They’re just civilians. If it were an enemy, I’d be dead. I got lucky.

I toss the jacket on the floor, then pull my soaked shirt over my head and throw it on top of the jacket. Then the boots. When I take off my socks, I notice my right ankle is swollen. Must have happened when the bike skidded—I tried to brake with my foot on the ground.

Fuck! I didn’t count on this fucking rain, or that part of the road being dirt. Well, no use complaining. I brace my hand on the counter and stand up to take off my pants, which are stuck to my skin. A few seconds later, I step into the shower stall and get under the hot water. I shiver and thank whatever god for this moment. My whole body tenses at the heat, then relaxes. I press my hands against the wall and let the water run.

That’s when the door opens, and I look at her.

Her hair is wet and messy from the rain. Her shirt is soaked and clinging to her body, outlining the shape of her full, desirable breasts. She has a very thin waist and hips so wide I could grab them hard before fucking her. Her thighs are thick in her jeans. I let my gaze travel up her whole body until I meet her eyes again.

And my treacherous cock throbs shamelessly.

She looks at it. Her breathing changes. Then she looks at me, flustered. Swallows hard. I didn’t expect this untimely erection, but it happens. I’m a virile man, and she’s one hell of a hot woman. Welcome to my world, where I fuck a hot woman without a guilty conscience.
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