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Chapter 1
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Katarina

THE DARKNESS OF THE room and the silence of the house, which had always seemed welcoming to me before, now suffocate me. I sit leaning against the headboard of the bed, hugging my knees so tightly that I feel my nails digging into my skin. Despite my exhaustion, sleep won't come. How could it? My chest is a storm of fear and anger.

The door to my room is closed, but I watch it like a sentry, expecting it to open at any moment. It’s impossible to forget the sound of my father’s cold, cutting voice earlier, announcing my fate as if it were nothing more than a business transaction.

— You're getting married. The deal is done!

My eyes filled with tears and I could barely see.

— Piotr, please, she's just a girl! Find another way, please...

But there my mother's wishes, or my wishes, meant nothing, we were mere objects and there was nothing we could do and for him nineteen years was more than enough age for marriage, in fact if he could he would have married me much earlier.

— You can't... you can't do this, she's our daughter, our girl...

The sound of the slap still echoes in my ears. So dry and so brutal that it made her fall to the ground, fragile as a rag doll. I ran to her without thinking, holding her face and watching the blood drip from her mouth. It was at that moment that I tried, for the first time, to defy my father.

— I won't, I won't leave and leave my mother here!

The step he took towards me made me flinch, fear and anger coursing through me so fast I could barely breathe.

But he just looked at me, that cold, empty look he always uses to remind me that I'm nothing more than a piece on his board.

— You can hit me all you want... — I tried to sound firm, but my voice came out as nothing more than a shaky thread.

And then he laughed. A short, cruel laugh.

— Don't worry, I won't touch you. I want you whole for the wedding — he declared, sealing my fate before signaling to his men, who dragged me to my room and locked me in.

The memory makes me shiver again, and I run my hand down my face to try to blink away the tears that won’t stop coming. My whole body trembles, as if I’m caught in an invisible electric current. I’m alone now, but I can’t feel safe. Every creak of the wood in the house, every muffled sound of footsteps feels like a threat. I close my eyes for a moment and take a deep breath. My mind wants to take me back to that moment, but I won’t let it. I can’t.

I don't know what he did to my mother, nor what will become of me, and that only contributes even more to my despair.

Suddenly, a sound pulls me from my thoughts. A soft but unmistakable sound. The key in the lock of my bedroom door. My heart stops. Before I can think, I’m on my feet, my entire body tense, ready to run or fight, even though I know I have nowhere to go. The door creaks open, and I take a step back, my heart hammering in my chest, as I see my only ally entering.

It's my mother.

I let out a heavy breath and feel my body sag in relief. She walks in slowly, closing the door behind her, and I see that she's still hurt. Her lip is swollen and badly cut, her face is marked by the slap and new bruises that I imagine were made. My eyes fill with tears again, but I swallow them back. I don't want her to see.

“Katarina,” she whispers, and her voice is so fragile that my heart breaks all over again. I run to her and help her sit up in bed, kneeling at the edge of the bed. She is so small, so fragile... And I can’t stop thinking about how she tried to protect me.

— Mom...— My voice fails, and I hold her hand.

— You have to leave, you can't stay here — she says, showing me the house keys.

I jump up as if it were some kind of weapon, and in a way, it is.

She looks at me, her eyes full of pain and tiredness.

— He won't give up, Katarina... — she says, but her voice is empty.

I know she wants to protect me, but the truth is, the moment she walks out the door, he'll kill her without any mercy.

— Then come with me, let's go together!

My mother stares at me for a moment, and I can see that she has already accepted her fate. My mother caresses my face and her tears roll down her cheeks. The smile she gives me is so sad that it makes me sob.

— Mother...

— Go! Go now and don't let anyone find you, understand? Go now, Katarina! — She speeds me up, taking me out of the room.

She holds my hand firmly and leads me through the house with silent steps, always checking the corners. When we reach the kitchen, she hands me a small package.

— Here. There's some money. It's not much, but it's what I managed to hide. Take it.

— Mom...— I start to protest, but she just shakes her head and pushes me towards the back door.

— I'll distract them. So you can leave. — She looks at me one last time. — Be strong, Katarina. For both of us. Be strong, my daughter.

Before I can respond, she opens the door and walks toward the living room. I hear her voice, first low, then louder, drawing the attention of Piotr's security guards. My heart is in my throat as I escape through the back door and run without looking back.

The night is cold, and I’m wearing only the clothes on my back. The money my mother gave me is stuffed into my pocket, and I run until my legs ache. Finally, I see an old car driving down the deserted road. I wave frantically, and the driver— an older man with a suspicious look in his eyes— pulls the car to a stop.

— Please, I need help. Can you take me to the city? — I beg.

He hesitates for a moment, but then nods. I get in the car, and he drops me off at a small, dingy bus station. I use some of the money to buy a ticket on the only bus available, an old, dilapidated vehicle that goes to a distant city.

I sit in the back row, huddled together like a frightened child, and when the bus finally starts to move, I allow myself to cry. The tears fall silently as I watch the city lights disappear. I think of my mother, of her pain, of the sacrifice she made to save me. My chest tightens with guilt and despair.

But then something interrupts my thoughts. The bus comes to an abrupt stop in the middle of the road. People whisper to each other and then my blood runs cold when I hear my father's voice.

— Katarina!

My body trembles, and I can't move from my spot when I hear it again.

— I know you're there, you bitch, come on, get out! Or I swear I'll blow that bitch's brains out.

I stand up, my legs trembling, I look in the driver's side mirror and my cold blood seems to evaporate from my veins.

My father stands there, a gun pointed at my mother's head. Her face is covered in blood and bruises, but she is still alive. He uses her as a shield, his gaze fixed on the bus.

My heart stops. Reality shatters around me. And then a single question pops into my mind: what am I going to do now?
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Chapter 2
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Nicol

THE SMELL OF METAL and damp fills the air in the dark warehouse. I stand in front of him, a man who is now nothing more than a mound of bruised flesh and bones. His face is a map of bruises, deep cuts that tell a story of days of interrogation. A story he wrote with screams and tears and blood.

He tries to look at me, but his left eye is so swollen it looks like it's about to explode. It's pathetic. He can barely speak, but the words come out in sobs and moans:

— Please... I've already told you everything you wanted to know. I swear... For God's sake, I have a family. I have children. Don't kill me. — His voice is a thread, a faint hum of desperation that sickens me.​

I cross my arms, letting the gun hang at my side, and take a step closer. My face is a mask of disdain as I look at him. I smell his fear in the air, almost like a sour perfume, and it makes me smile.

— No one messes with an Orlov and gets away with it. You should know that before you open your mouth to betray us — I declare, my voice firm and full of conviction, before pulling the trigger. The dry sound of the shot echoes in the room, and soon the bittersweet smell of gunpowder mixes with the metallic aroma of blood, creating a macabre symphony that, in a distorted way, satisfies me.

I carry the weight of my surname with pride. I was born for this. Not just to survive, but to kill and to protect what is mine. My family is my world; for them, I would go through hell without hesitation. I have no dreams and I carry no hopes, but I have enough reasons to die. And that, in the end, is all that matters.

For a moment I stand there, staring at what’s left of him. I feel nothing. No guilt, no remorse, just the cold satisfaction of knowing the message has been sent. No one betrays the Orlovs. No one.

I holster the gun and take a deep breath. The job is done.

— What should I do, boss? — one of our men asks.

“Throw him in the center and let everyone know what happens to traitors,” I order, my voice firm and sharp.

With heavy steps, I leave the warehouse, my boots echoing on the concrete floor. I feel the weight of the silence follow me. Outside, the night air is crisp and cool. I light a cigarette, letting the smoke fill my lungs as I climb into the car. The drive is short, but my mind is restless. I have to report to Boris. He doesn’t like to wait.

I arrive at the mansion and go straight to his office. The place is imposing, but discreet, like everything he controls. I knock on the door and enter without waiting for an answer. Boris is sitting at the table, a glass of vodka in his hand and a frown on his face. His cold gaze rises to me as soon as I cross the room.

— It's done — I say simply.

He watches me for a moment before letting out a slight, satisfied smile.

— Dracus?

— Solved. He won't be a problem anymore.

Boris nods, placing the glass on the table with a slow, deliberate gesture.

— Good work, Nicol. But we have another matter to discuss.

I cross my arms, waiting. The tone in his voice tells me I'm not going to like what comes next.

— Let's seal a deal with Piotr — he says calmly, but the words hit me like a punch.

My eyebrow raises instinctively.

— With the Poles? — I ask, trying to mask my surprise. Boris has a deadly feud with them after they nearly killed his wife and daughter. Something that seemed to be stronger than any reason for an alliance.

— Yes — he says coldly, clenching his jaw, showing how much he dislikes that, which leaves me even more confused as to why he would accept a deal like that.

— And who are you going to use for this deal? — My voice is careful, but something in Boris’s gaze makes my stomach sink.

He smiles, but it's an empty smile.

— You.

— What? — The word escapes before I can stop myself.

— You will marry Piotr's daughter.

The silence in the room is deafening. For a moment, I think I’ve heard wrong, but Boris’s steady gaze leaves no room for interpretation. My mind works quickly, putting the pieces together. He wants me to marry him to make peace with a man I know he hates as much as I do.

— Is this some kind of joke? — My voice is low and thick with tension.

— No. I want you to infiltrate and marry Piotr's daughter, for us, for our family. — The calm in his voice is almost more irritating than the plan itself.

I grit my teeth, feeling the hatred run through my veins like poison. And not in all my thirty-eight years of life have I felt so much anger towards my cousin as I did at that moment. Just imagining myself marrying the daughter of my worst enemy, I'm trying to process it.

Boris stands up, placing a firm hand on my shoulder.

— I know what you're thinking, but I promise you that in the end, it will all be worth it.

I don’t answer. I just walk out of the office, feeling the tension build in my shoulders. My mind is a whirlwind of thoughts as I walk back to my car. For the first time, I feel like the weight of my last name is more than I can carry.

[image: Uma imagem contendo Logotipo  O conteúdo gerado por IA pode estar incorreto.]

A few days later

AS SOON AS I CROSS the border, my stomach turns. Every inch of this land feels like it’s been soaked in decay. The smell, the air, the landscape... everything makes me sick to my stomach, almost making me want to turn the car around and drive away. But no. Not now. I take a deep breath and remind myself why I’m here. That’s enough to calm the storm inside me.

My goal is clear, so clear I can almost taste revenge in my mouth. I swear all the Boshs will pay. Every single one of them.

As the car glides down the road, a memory invades my mind that hits me like a punch in the chest. It was Dimitra's birthday, my little sister. It was a perfect day. Colorful balloons decorated the room, children's music filled the air, the children laughed innocently, as they should. I can even smell the strawberry cake that my little one loved. But in the blink of an eye, all of that was gone, replaced by fire, screams, and despair.

Luckily Dimitra hadn't arrived at the party yet, but my mother...

I clench my hands into fists so tight my knuckles turn white. My jaw clenches. That scene is a poison that will never leave me, and I promise myself that I will make sure the Boshes taste that same poison.​

My car’s engine roars, bringing me back to reality. I’m surrounded by a convoy of black cars, all spotless, shining like mirrors in the dim daylight. My vehicle is a black Mercedes-Benz S-Class with tinted windows. A car befitting a man in my position, representing elegance and power. It’s the kind of car a member of the Russian mafia would drive, something that commands respect and intimidation at the same time.

We pass through the iron gates of the estate and the mansion comes into view. Opulent, but tacky. Piotr and his sons stand at the door, along with a group of soldiers, waiting to greet me. The air is heavy with tension. I take a deep breath, trying to control the anger rising in my chest. One wrong move, and I could destroy everything before my revenge can even begin.

The car comes to a gentle stop. I watch Piotr while I'm still inside the vehicle. He smiles, a fake smile that almost makes me laugh because it's so pathetic. I take another deep breath and open the door. As I get out, Piotr comes towards me with his hand outstretched.

— Nicol Orlov — he greets me and I feel uncomfortable hearing my name in his mouth, calling me that way.

I hesitate. For a moment, I look around disdainfully before looking at him. He notices my pause, but keeps the gesture. Finally, I shake his hand, my skin burning at the contact.​

— Boris didn't come? — he asks, trying to peek inside my car.

I pause long enough for him to see the contempt in my gaze.

“My cousin would never dirty his feet in a filthy place like this,” I reply, each word laden with venom.

Piotr’s smile falters, but he quickly recovers it. I, however, don’t care about his facade. Inside me, all that matters is the plan that unfolds. And that’s just the first piece of the game I’m going to destroy.

— I know the remorse you have for my family and I am very sorry that you feel that way, but I hope that with this union...

— Know that I am here only to carry out an order from my cousin and nothing more — I interrupt him coldly.

Piotr smiles arrogantly, clearly certain that without an order from Boris, I would not dare to act. He naively believes that he has won my cousin over with this peace agreement, as if that would be enough to solidify his position. Little does he know what awaits him. There is no treaty, promise or trap that can save him from my wrath, and when the time comes, he will wish he had never crossed my path.

— Come, I want you to meet my daughter. I'm sure you'll like her...

I glance up at the mansion, studying it. The place is large, two stories high, with ornate columns and wide windows that reflect the light like mirrors. As I examine the structure, I see a quick movement on the upper floor. A young woman appears for a moment at the window, but hides behind the curtains as soon as she notices my gaze. From a distance I can't see very well what she looks like, and that somehow intrigues me, but I soon return to my focus on what I came here to do.

Piotr continues talking, indifferent to my distraction.

— She is young, beautiful and well trained to do her husband's bidding. A real gem. I'm sure she would be a good companion for you.

I turn back to Piotr, deliberately ignoring the tone in his voice. My gaze slides to his two sons, who wait silently a step away, both armed. The slight smile that appears on my lips is mostly to myself. I imagine the damage I will do when I finally get my hands on each of them.

— I have no interest in meeting her, the deal has been made — I say coldly. — The only thing I want is to put an end to this theater once and for all.

Without waiting for an answer, I signal to my men, who follow me as I return to the car. Piotr watches me, but doesn't try to stop me.

I climb into the car and the door clicks shut. As we drive away, I take one last look at the mansion. I wouldn’t make the mistake of staying at the home of the man who helped destroy my family. I’ve already booked everything into the nearest hotel.

I know that Piotr is not directly responsible for the accident that disfigured my mother, and I know that he is as despicable as his cousins ​​and more. He was complicit. He knew from the beginning about Jezef and Felicja's plan to plant the bomb among the mourners. A despicable plan even for them, which I will now make sure to repay.

With Stefan, Jezef and Felicja destroyed by Boris, Piotr is next. And he will fall, along with all who are still left of that miserable family.
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Chapter 3
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Katarina

I'M IN MY ROOM, OR at least that's what they insist on calling this place. It's not a room, but a prison. The door is locked, the windows are sealed, and the walls seem to close in on me with every passing second. It's been over three days since I've seen my mother. The thought of how she must be eating me up inside, like a slow, cruel flame.

I was naive and stupid to imagine that my father would have any mercy when I turned myself in to protect my mother, but it was the opposite, he wanted to punish me in the cruelest way possible, beating her right in front of me.

— No... please dad, stop! I beg you... I swear I'll never try to run away again... please — I screamed, trying to intervene, but I was pushed back as if it was nothing.

He stopped hitting her for a moment and came towards me, holding my face roughly before saying:

— I can't beat you for the sake of marriage, you ungrateful little bitch, but she'll pay for both of you.

My mind plays the scene over and over again. The sound of the blows, her screams, my despair. My fists still hurt from pounding on the door after he took her away. I haven't seen her since. I don't know if she's alive. I don't know if I'll survive this.

I walk around the room, counting the steps. One, two, three... I try to distract myself, but it's impossible. Every time I close my eyes, I see my mother's face. Blood running down the corner of her mouth, her pleading eyes, and the sound of sobs that she tried to hide so as not to scare me even more.

The thought of escaping is constant, but it's like trying to climb through an iron wall with your bare hands. And even if she managed to get out of here, what would happen to her? My father would do worse. He's calculating, cruel, and likes to remind everyone that he's in control and to see the fear in the eyes of those who dare to challenge him.

The bedroom door suddenly opens, interrupting my thoughts. Piotr enters, followed by Jan and Adan, my older brothers.

Adan is only a few years older than me, having just turned twenty. There’s something about him that’s different. He’s the sweetest of the three, or so I choose to believe. I’m sure he only follows my father’s orders out of fear or loyalty to the organization. His eyes, though they always avoid mine, hold a quiet sadness that makes me think he’s as much a prisoner here as I am.

Jan, on the other hand, is a reflection of our father. Thirty-eight years old, the product of Piotr’s first marriage, he is cold and cruel, as if brutality were something that runs through his veins. Jan makes no attempt to hide the contempt in his eyes. To him, my mother and I are mere inconveniences and disposable pawns in this power game that he so worships. He doesn’t care what happens to us, or what he himself does to hurt us.

Piotr closes the door behind him, and the atmosphere in the room becomes stifling. I run to him, my heart racing, and grab his arm.

— Please, where is my mother? How is she? Tell me she's okay! — I beg, my words coming out in a whisper.

Piotr jerks my arm away, as if my touch were something despicable.

“You should worry about yourself, Katarina,” he says, his voice thick with disdain.

— I beg you, let me see her! Let me see my mother! — I try again, my voice choked with hopelessness.

He laughs, a cold, cruel sound that makes my stomach turn.

— You are pathetic.

— And you, a monster, that's what you are! — I scream, my anger finally boiling over. — You're not a father!

Piotr's face hardens, and before I can react, I feel the impact of his hand on my face. The slap is so hard that I lose my balance and fall to the ground, my face burning with pain.

“You’re lucky the wedding is coming up,” he says, the words dripping with venom. “Otherwise, I would show you how to respect me.”

He kneels beside me, stroking my face where he hit me, the gesture so wicked it makes me shudder.

— But your luck will be short-lived. When Nicol Orlov gets his hands on you, you'll wish you'd never been born. Do you think I'm a monster? Wait until you're in the hands of the Russians. To them, you'll be nothing more than a piece of meat.

I feel my body tremble, bile rising in my throat. He laughs again, standing up as if he hadn't just destroyed what was left of my hope. He walks to the door and, before leaving, turns to me one last time.

— Take a shower and get ready. Your fiancé will be here soon to meet you.

The door clicks shut, leaving me alone again, but now the silence feels heavier and more suffocating. I hug my knees and rest my head on my legs. His words echo in my mind, each one like a blow that leaves me even more hurt, knowing now that my hell is yet to come.

[image: Uma imagem contendo Logotipo  O conteúdo gerado por IA pode estar incorreto.]

AFTER TAKING A SHOWER, while I was finishing changing, I hear the sound of cars arriving at the mansion. My heart races, and I run to the glass window. I almost lose my breath when I see the caravan of black cars that park outside. In the center, a Rolls-Royce Cullinan, large and imposing, with its shiny black paint reflecting the sunlight. The elegant lines of the car exude power and wealth, and every detail seems calculated to impress and intimidate.

Before the owner of the car can even get out, several heavily armed men dressed in impeccable black suits step out of the G-Class. Their every move is precise and coordinated, as if they’ve been rehearsed. One of the soldiers finally opens the door of the Rolls-Royce, and the man steps out. He’s tall, straight-backed, and has an air of authority that fills the room. His eyes are cold and cruel, the kind that cuts through you like a blade. Despite his elegant appearance, neatly trimmed beard, and impeccable hair, cruelty wafts off him like an almost toxic perfume.

My father approaches to greet him, and I continue to stare out the window, unable to look away. Then, as if sensing my gaze, the man looks up and sees me. His gaze meets mine, and a chill runs down my spine. I feel my hands tremble, and I quickly back away, hiding behind the curtain like a frightened child.

Even though I’ve never seen him before, even though I don’t know him, a pain runs through my chest, as if my body already knows what awaits me in that man’s hands. My knees weaken, and I let myself slide to the ground. My father’s words echo in my mind, each one like a blow: “You’ll wish you’d never been born. Do you think I’m a monster? Wait until you’re in the hands of the Russians. To them, you’ll be nothing more than a piece of meat.”

Hot tears stream down my face, and a deep despair takes hold of me. I lean against the wall, banging the back of my head, anticipating the sadness and suffering that will be my future. The weight of what is to come is overwhelming. My gaze shifts to the mirror a few feet away from me. The reflected image shows a frightened, fragile, broken girl.

For a moment, a dark thought crosses my mind: maybe the best thing is to end it all here and now. Everything would be easier if I just ended my life. I look in the mirror again, the reflection of my own pain staring back at me. The idea seems tempting, almost a relief from the torment that awaits me.

My hands tremble as I approach the mirror. Without thinking, I grab one of the objects on the dresser and throw it at the glass. It shatters into pieces, scattering across the floor like a reflection of what’s left of me. I grab one of the shards, feeling the cold, sharp edge in my palm. My heart hammers in my chest, and a muffled sound escapes my lips, a sob, maybe a prayer. Then, with one decisive movement, I slide the shard of glass off my wrist.​

Warm blood flows from my veins, a scarlet river that contrasts with the coldness of the room. The pain is sharp, but it is almost a comfort. Finally, something tangible, something that makes sense. I fall to the floor, my sobs turning into ragged breaths. Life seems to slip away from me little by little, a light that slowly fades.

I mumble an apology to my mother, even though I don’t know if she’s still alive. My eyes go blurry, the world around me fading into shadows. Then the bedroom door suddenly opens, and I hear hurried footsteps.

— Katarina! — It's Adan's voice. He runs to me, kneeling beside me. His eyes are wide, and the look of despair on his face is something I've never seen before.

He holds my face, his voice trembling:

— What did you do? Are you crazy, what did you do?

With the little strength I have left, I give a weak smile. For the first time in a long time, it is a sincere smile and I caress his face with my blood-covered hand.

“I’ve freed myself,” I whisper, before everything finally fades away.
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Chapter 4
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Nicol

I ARRIVE AT THE HOTEL exhausted. The heavy air of that place still lingers on me, as if all of Poland conspired to make every breath I take harder. I lock the door and head to the bathroom, where I take a long, slow shower. The water runs down my body, washing away the dirt and disgust I feel from being in this place. I want this to be over soon. I can't wait to leave all of this behind.

When I finally get out of the shower, my phone starts ringing. I pick it up and, as soon as I answer it, I see the image of my mother. Her loose hair partially covers the side of her face that was disfigured by the explosion, and her high-necked clothes hide the marks on her neck. Even so, her eyes are full of fire, an anger that I can almost feel through the phone.

— Tell me it’s a lie! — she demands, without preamble. — Tell me it’s not true that you’re in Poland to marry the daughter of our enemy!

— Mom, calm down. It's not what it seems — I try to explain, but she interrupts me.

— I won't accept any Polish whore in my house! — she shouts, her voice tense. — You swore, Nicol, you swore that these bastards would pay for what they did to me, now you surrender to an alliance? — she says with disdain.

I close my eyes, trying to stay calm, but it's hard. She keeps yelling, not giving me any room to speak, and I finally lose my patience.

— Mom, enough! — I scream, my voice echoing in the room.

She falls silent, startled by my tone. I take advantage of the silence to take a deep breath, trying to regain control.

“Who told you that?” I ask, my tone lower now, but still firm.

She hesitates, knowing her answer could have consequences.

— You mustn't interfere in these matters, — I continue. — I am only following the pakhan's orders.

She grits her teeth, and I hear her mutter something barely audible: a curse at Boris. I'm about to scold her when I hear another voice in the background.

— Is it Nicol? — asks Dimitra, before taking her mother's phone.

— When are you coming back? I miss you — she says, her voice sweet as ever.

— What are you doing at home, young lady? Shouldn't you be at school? — I ask, trying to sound calmer.

She smiles shyly and replies:

— No, you fool, I've already gone and come back.

— Oh, yes, that's right, I had forgotten.

— Nicol, look what I got! — Dimitra practically screams with excitement, showing off a small ferret for the camera. The little animal appears to be still a puppy, with its eyes shining with curiosity.

— A ferret, huh? — I arch an eyebrow.

— Yes! But I'm going to call him Trouble, because he's already causing trouble.

I let out a low laugh.

— Oh, really? And what did he do? — I ask, already foreseeing the chaos that only my little sister could have caused.

Dimitra smiles, mischievously, and I know that there is a story coming.

— He ran away and entered the security quarters! I ran after him, but he's too fast!

— And how did you manage to catch him? — I ask, suspicious. The smile that spreads across her face warns me that nothing good will come of this.

— He got under Má's skirt! — she says, laughing so hard she can barely speak. "You should have seen the scandal she made! 'Ahhh, get that thing out of here! Haaaa!" — Dimitra imitates our mother's housekeeper, waving her arms theatrically.

I let out a laugh, but my mother cuts through the fun before it can continue.

— Enough, Dimitra! Time to go to bed.

— Oh, mom... it's early! — she protests, pouting.

— Nothing like that. Brush your teeth and go straight to bed.

Dimitra sighs in defeat and looks back at me through the screen.

— Good evening, Nicol. Come back soon, okay? — he asks, his face sad.

— Don't worry, my little pepper. Before you know it, I'll be home.

She smiles and hands the phone to my mother. I wait for her to leave the room before continuing our conversation.

— Mom, listen to me carefully. Don't get involved in Boris's affairs. He knows what he's doing — I say firmly.

She swallows hard and nods, visibly reluctant.

— I'll be back soon. — I notice she's holding back from saying anything else, and I hang up before she says anything stupid.

I sit on the bed, thinking, when I see the ring I bought for my future bride on the nightstand. I pick up the small box and open it, seeing the simple and unattractive ring I chose. I picked up the first one I saw in the store, without giving it much thought. After all, this marriage is just a means to an end, a cruel and dark end for the Bosh family. Looking at the ring for a moment, I wonder what it must look like.

— From what I know about the Bosh, it must certainly be a treacherous viper — I say to myself, remembering Felicja.

Hatred consumes me again and, with an impulsive gesture, I throw the ring box into the drawer, not wanting to see it again. I clench my fist, furious, remembering everything the Boschs did and, without thinking, I hit the water jug ​​left on the bedside table by the hotel. The impact shatters the glass, cutting my hand.​

Soon Vasily, one of our security guards, enters the room with an alert expression.

— Sir, is everything okay? — he asks, analyzing the scene.

— Yes, it is — I say coldly, feeling my hand throb.

It's nothing serious to worry about, but then the blood starts to flow, dripping onto the floor. Without hesitation, Vasily grabs the sheet from the bed, rips it off, and begins to bandage my hand.

— We need to go to the hospital — he suggests.

— It's nothing, Vasily, just get a nurse to bandage it, I'm sure it will be enough.

— Sir, that cut is going to need stitches. Here, in this backwater, it would take a long time to find someone qualified.

— Then do it yourself, I'm not going to the hospital just because of this little cut.

— The hospital is only a few blocks away, I'm sure it would be better to stitch this one up.

Despite my reluctance, I eventually agreed, so I put on some sweatpants and followed Vasily to the nearest hospital.

As soon as we arrive, Vasily arranges for me to be seen immediately. A blonde doctor calls me into a room. She starts cleaning the wound and prepares to stitch it up.

— This isn’t exactly standard procedure— he says in a professional tone. — Are you sure you don’t want a local anesthetic?

My eyes scan the area, analyzing everything carefully, until they stop on a nearby stretcher, where a young woman with long black hair and pink lips is tied up and unconscious. I observe the girl's serene face, which contrasts with the situation. Despite her beauty, something about the image bothers me.

— Sir? — the doctor insists. — About the anesthesia?

— No need — I reply, without taking my eyes off the girl.

— You are very strong and brave — the doctor praises in a suggestive and provocative tone when she sees me resisting the stitches without complaining, and I ignore the comment, still looking at the unconscious young woman. After a few minutes, I finally ask:

— Why is she tied up?

She takes a brief look back, seeing who I was referring to, and replies:

— She tried to kill herself. Her family ordered us to keep her that way.

My gaze remains fixed on her. Why would someone so young and beautiful choose to give up on life so soon? Something about the scene moves me in a way I can't explain.

— All right — he says when the procedure is finally over. — Stay here and I'll get your form for you to sign and then you'll be free to go.

With her gone, I approach the girl's bed. She doesn't look more than nineteen. And with each step, I feel a restlessness that bothers me. Her eyelids flutter, her sleep seems restless and restless. I observe her for a moment, unhurriedly, and then I reach out my hand, almost touching her face, but I am interrupted when the doctor returns with the file.

— Here it is— he says, entering suddenly.

She comes closer, handing me some prescriptions and papers for me to sign before saying in a seductive tone.

— I'll be free later, if you want, I can show you the city better.

I step away from the stretcher and quickly sign, ignoring his comments about showing off the city. As soon as I leave, I find Vasily and Igor outside, who escort me to the exit door without me having to say anything.​

As I walk out the hospital door, I run into Piotr and his children. Piotr seems surprised to see me.

— Nicol! What are you doing here? — he asks, trying to sound casual.

— A little accident. Nothing major, but what about you?

Piotr hesitates for a moment before answering:

— My wife was sick, but she's better now.

I don't believe his excuse for a second, but I keep my face impassive.

“I hope this doesn’t interfere with our alliance,” I say, measuring each word.

Piotr smiles, but his eyes betray discomfort.

— Rest assured. The alliance will be made, no matter who it hurts.

I nod and conclude:

— Great. Until the wedding, then.

I walk out of the hospital and get into my car, sitting next to Vasily, the engine humming softly in the background. My gaze is fixed on the road ahead. The girl from the hospital invades my thoughts again. Her dark hair, her pale face against the white sheets, the marks on her wrists. What brought her to this point? It’s none of my business, I tell myself, but the image insists on staying.​

— Sir? — Vasily's voice interrupts my thoughts. — Is there a problem?

I look at him for a moment before shaking my head.

— None. Continue.

This is no time for distractions. Piotr and his children were in the hospital for some reason, and the lame excuse he gave did not convince me. His wife is sick? I doubt it. Something doesn't add up. It doesn't matter. Whatever it is, the alliance will happen, and when everything is in my control, he and the entire Bosh family will pay for every drop of blood they spilled.

We arrive at the hotel, and I go straight up to my room. The cut on my hand still stings, but I ignore it. The pain is a reminder that keeps me focused.

I take off my shirt, stained with my own blood, exposing the scars on my body like maps of all the battles I’ve fought to get here. I go to the minibar, pour myself a glass of vodka and raise it to my lips. The liquid goes down warm, burning a little, but it’s comforting. Sitting in the armchair next to the window, I look outside, watching the street vendors work in a small reminder that the world keeps turning, no matter what I do.​

“Who are you?” I whisper to myself, thinking about the girl. My mind goes back to the hospital, to the moment I almost touched her face. It was an irrational impulse, but for some reason, I wanted to know what she really looked like.

The phone vibrates on the table next to me, interrupting my thoughts. I look at the screen: Boris. I take a deep breath before answering.

— Nicol, how are things? — He gets straight to the point, as always.

— As planned. Piotr will not deviate from the agreement. Everything is under control.

— Great. We can't afford to make a mistake this time. The Boshes need to pay, and you know what that means.

“I know,” I say, my voice steady. Boris doesn’t need any more details, and I don’t want to offer them.

He hangs up without saying goodbye, as usual. I set the phone back on the table and run my hand over my face, feeling the weight of what’s coming next. The wedding is in a few days, and I need to stay focused. But the image of the girl keeps coming back to me, bringing up questions I don’t want to answer.

For now, I decide to bury them. The vodka goes down once more, and I brace myself for what comes next. Whatever it is, I'll be ready.
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Chapter 5
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Katarina

SLOWLY, MY EYES OPEN, but the brightness of the room makes me blink them repeatedly. Everything around me is white, cold and sterile. My chest tightens as I realize where I am: in a hospital. I try to move, but my wrists are tied. Panic takes over me, and my heart races.

— No... it can’t be — I whisper to myself, trying desperately to free myself. I pull my arms away, but the tight belts hurt my skin. The tears come without me being able to stop them.

The bedroom door opens, and my body freezes. My father enters, calmly closing the door behind him. His face exudes coldness, and his smile is a mask of irony.

— Finally awake— he says, approaching slowly.

I stand still, fear coursing through every inch of my body. He stops beside the bed, looking down at me.

— Do you know what that almost cost me? Do you know the shit you almost caused? — His voice is cold and cutting.

I swallow hard, unable to respond. I just stare at him, trying to hide the terror in my eyes. He leans down and grabs my hair tightly, pulling my head up. A groan of pain escapes my lips, but I refuse to look away.

— One more little joke like that, Katarina, and I'll kill your mother — he hisses, his breath hot against my face.

My heart to put a moment. My mother... is she alive?

Despite the terror, I find the strength to speak:

— I don't believe you. If you want me to believe you, then let me see you.

Piotr lets go of my hair and straightens up. A cold smile forms on his lips.

— You will see her — he answers. — I will let you see your mother.

My mind screams not to trust him, but the thought of seeing her and confirming that she is alive brings a glimmer of hope. Against all suspicions, I feel a spark of happiness ignite inside me.

It doesn't take long for Piotr to pull strings and get me out of the hospital. And soon after, he puts me in a car and takes me away. With no idea where we're going, my head is racing and my heart is racing. The road is dirt, far from everything, and my mind can't help but think that my life will end there, in the middle of nowhere. But deep down, that doesn't matter. Not now.

I take a deep breath, trying to control my thoughts. Piotr wouldn't kill me. Not yet. He needs this alliance, and that makes him calculating.

For almost two years now, our territory has been under relentless attack by the Russians. Ever since my father's cousins ​​went to war with Boris, Piotr has been struggling to keep his dirty business running without Russian interference, but it's almost an impossible mission, but with this deal, everything could finally change.

The car stops in front of a cabin on top of a mountain and my father gets out, but I hesitate. My gaze scans the area, trying to recognize where we are.

— Aren't you coming down? — Piotr asks, his voice thick with impatience. — Didn't you want to see your mother?

I swallow hard. He knows how to manipulate me. Reluctantly, I get out of the car. I take a cautious step forward and see, in front of the cabin, two armed men watching us, motionless as statues. Without ceremony, he opens the door to the cabin and signals for me to enter. My feet hesitate, but something inside me forces me to continue. Each step feels like it weighs a ton.

The place is completely dark, lit only by the door that is still open. The smell of mold and damp wood fills my nostrils. I stop at the door, unable to enter that place, my heart beating a thousand times and my eyes trying to see what is inside, but when I see my mother lying on a small bed, trapped and very injured, a strangled sound escapes my throat, I forget any fear I have and run to her, kneeling beside her.

— Mom... — My voice falters as I hold her fragile hand.

— Daughter.... — His voice is weak, almost a whisper.

She's alive. I can hardly believe it, but at the same time, a wave of guilt and despair consumes me. Before I can process it, I hear the door slam shut behind me, leaving the room in complete darkness and causing despair to take over me. I quickly get up and run to the door, banging on it with all my strength.​

— Father! No, please! Open up, let me out! — I scream, but my father's voice comes from the other side, cold and implacable.

— Didn't you want to stay with your mother? Now you're together. And don't worry, I'll be back in three days to pick you up for the wedding.

My heart drops as I hear his footsteps walking away. My hands tremble as they touch the wood of the door, and tears stream down my face, realizing that I am trapped. Again.
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I'M TIRED OF SCREAMING and asking for help. My mother, with a hoarse voice, tries to calm me down.

— It's useless, daughter. Even if you manage to get out, your father's henchmen are out there.

I approach her, ignoring the despair that threatens to consume me.

“How are you?” I ask, my voice breaking.

She tries to smile, but the gesture is painful.

— I'm fine..., but... water, honey. I need water. — She points to a paper bag in the corner of the room.

I stand up and walk over to the bag. Inside, I find a battery-powered lamp and a few supplies, no more than enough for one day. I grab the bottle of water and return to my mother, helping her take small sips. Then, with some rags, I try to improvise bandages for her wounds. Her every move is a reminder of how much she has suffered at the hands of Piotr.

Time seems to drag on inside. I spend the whole night begging on the other side of the door, screaming in the hope that someone will hear me, because my mother needs help and is very hurt. But not a murmur comes from outside. Exhausted, I end up falling asleep leaning against the door.

The day dawns, and I wake up startled when I hear the doorknob turn. I get up quickly as the door opens. One of the soldiers puts another bag inside the room and then closes the door without saying anything.

I run to the bag, opening it in a hurry. Inside, I find ointments, medicine and more water, but no food. I sigh in relief that I have something to treat my mother, but the lack of food begins to worry me.

Three days pass, and no one else appears. Supplies are running low, and although my mother shows signs of improvement, the situation is far from good. Hunger begins to hurt, both in my stomach and in hers.

When the door finally opens again, Piotr enters accompanied by several soldiers. My body goes on alert. Before I can react, two men grab me by the arms, dragging me away from my mother, but it is when I see them going towards her, holding her by force, that my despair increases.

— No! Leave her alone! Don't touch her! — I scream, kicking with all the strength I have.

But it's no use. Two more soldiers hold my mother down, ignoring her weak protests. We are dragged out of the hut, without any gentleness, and each of us is placed in a different vehicle.

Piotr leads us back to the mansion, and I am dragged upstairs to my room, where a beautiful wedding dress hangs. Before I can say anything, Piotr enters and approaches me with a cold smile.

— Your big day has arrived, Katarina. Get ready. Look beautiful, because your true hell is about to begin.

He turns and leaves, locking the door behind him. My knees give way, and I fall to the floor, staring at my dress. Silent tears stream down my face. Everything inside me screams to resist, to not accept what is about to happen, but the weight of it is overwhelming. I struggle to my feet, wiping the tears away with the back of my hands. My mother is somewhere in this mansion, suffering even more than I am. And somehow, I have to find a way to save us both.​

I walk over to the hanging dress, the sight of it a cruel reminder of what’s to come. The fabric is pristine and white, as if meant to symbolize something pure, but to me it’s just an ornate prison. I touch it with my fingertips, feeling the anger and despair rise within me.

My mind works frantically, trying to find a way out, anything that might delay or prevent the wedding. I look around the room, but it is empty, with nothing I can use as a weapon or tool. Still, I refuse to give up.

If Piotr thinks he can break me so easily, he is underestimating what is left of me. The love I feel for my mother tells me that I am still capable of anything.
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Chapter 6

[image: ]




Nicol

THE WEDDING DAY HAS finally arrived. I am impeccably dressed in a dark suit that commands respect. As I walk through the halls of Piotr Bosh's mansion, I can feel the tension in the air. The men of Ziv, the infamous Polish mafia, are everywhere. As soon as I walk through the imposing entrance hall, Piotr appears to welcome me with open arms in a display of almost exaggerated enthusiasm.

— Nicol! Finally. Welcome to my home! — he exclaims as he wraps me in a hug that, for all intents and purposes, is warm. But, for me, it is as cold as the touch of Judas.

His smile is wide, pleased, and almost radiant. It's clear he's delighted with the ring that brought us here today.

“I hope you feel at home,” he continues, releasing me and gesturing with his hands to the room around us, a clear display of power and opulence.

Before I can respond, he smiles even wider, as if he just remembered something.

— Ah, but where are my manners? I have something special for you — he says, with a peculiar sparkle in his eyes.

Piotr nods slightly to his men, who quickly leave the room for a moment, but quickly return carrying two very elegant boxes. Piotr approaches one of them and opens it with a ceremonial gesture, revealing two impeccably packaged bottles of vodka. The label is unmistakable: Russo-Baltique, a rarity that costs a fortune.

— This one is for you, to enjoy as you wish. The other one — he says, with an almost solemn intonation — is for your cousin Boris. A gesture of good faith and peace between our families.

I accept the bottles with a nod. My face remains serious and collected. I don’t give him any room to read anything into my expression. My hands are tightly gripping the gifts, but my attention is elsewhere. Vasily and the others are already here, strategically spread out among the few guests. I watch as they move discreetly, gaining positions. Everything is going according to plan.​

Piotr leads me through the aisles to the back garden. There, a large table has been set up under an elegant awning, with several chairs arranged for the bride and groom’s families. My place is reserved in the center of the table, with two chairs next to me reserved for Vasily and Igor. The rest of the seats are occupied by Piotr’s family. The arrangement is clear: it symbolizes unity, but also maintains the appropriate separations.

As I settle in, I can’t help but notice the woman sitting next to Piotr. She’s thin, haggard, and even with all the carefully applied makeup, it’s almost impossible to ignore the bruises on her face and neck. Piotr had mentioned that his wife was sick, but looking at her now, I think maybe that wasn’t a complete lie. Her gaze is distant and lost, as if she’s absent, even in the midst of what should be a moment of celebration.

The ceremony is simple, as expected. Poland is a country of deep traditions, and even in the midst of the mafia, certain practices are respected. Katarina enters the hall accompanied by her older brother. She is wearing a veil covering her face and her hair tied in a tight bun. The soft sound of traditional Polish music fills the room, while the guests stand up in respect. It is customary for the bride to keep her head down, as a sign of modesty and submission, but something about her posture bothers me. Her movements are too calculated, almost automatic. There is something there that I cannot identify.

Halfway through the ceremony, I am instructed to lift Katarina's veil. When I do, I feel an internal shock that I try not to show.

“No, it can’t be. It must be a mistake.” I think to myself as my heart races.

It’s her. The young woman from the hospital. My eyes immediately search for her wrists, but she’s wearing gloves, even in the obvious heat. This increases my uneasiness. She doesn’t look back at me, keeping her hands firmly in front of her.

Katarina then looks up at me and for a moment I'm paralyzed. Her emerald green eyes meet mine. For a moment, I swallow hard. Hypnotized. I didn't expect that, but I quickly pull myself together and focus on the plan again.

When the ceremony finally ends, I accompany Katarina to the bride and groom’s table. She remains silent, without saying a single word. Her steps are methodical, and her presence is almost ethereal.

Piotr, visibly proud, stands up, tapping his glass with a fork and proposing a toast.

— To prosperity, happiness and long life to the newlyweds! — he says, with a smile that only serves to irritate me even more.

Determined, I also stand up under the gaze of the entire table and, before toasting, I decide to speak:
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