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            ONE

          

          
            COLD BLOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      *Angelo*

      

      Sweat drips from my forehead into my eyes as I run through the streets, in too much of a hurry to even consider finding a car or waiting for someone to come and pick me up. Traffic would only slow me down, and I can’t afford to lose a single second.

      My heart beats so fast that my chest hurts. My legs grow weak as I try to push forward, shoving away the worst-case scenarios in my head. I force my lungs to take in as much air as possible because I certainly need it.

      More than that, I need to be able to focus. I can’t risk making a single mistake.

      The streets are empty, proving everyone who says New York City never sleeps wrong.

      I round a corner and see my final destination–but I’m too late.

      The air is thick with the smell of gunpowder and blood. Several bodies litter the ground. I step over them, afraid to look down in case I recognize some of them.

      I can guarantee the person I’m looking for doesn’t lie among them.

      Some of the Saints men arrive right after me. I was nearby, so I got here first. But instead of waiting for orders, or for my boss to arrive and tell me what the plan is, I followed my instincts.

      They should have predicted this would happen.

      They should have seen this ambush coming.

      They should have guarded this safe house better.

      I should have seen it coming, for that matter. I should have protected my brother. The time for planning has slipped through our fingers, and now, all we can do is react.

      I need to find Luca before it’s too late.

      “I’ll take a look inside,” someone whispers behind me, but I’m already moving forward.

      However, as soon as I turn into the alley, hoping to get inside through the back door, I stop dead in my tracks, too horrified by the sight I encounter.

      My baby brother’s eyes meet mine, filled with unshed tears, so terrified that my blood instantly turns to ice.

      Oleg Romina, the motherfucker who runs the Romina Empire, the Russian mob, grips Luca’s hair, forcing his head backward. When Oleg spots me, he forces my brother down to his knees, causing a whimper to escape his mouth.

      I clench my jaw so hard that I hear a cracking sound. “Let him fucking go,” I snarl through gritted teeth, hoping my voice doesn’t reveal how on edge I am right now.

      But Oleg only smirks at me, clearly enjoying the leverage he has over the situation. I have no idea why he thinks my brother is worth anything to him, but he is an asshole, a cold-blooded monster, so I doubt he even cares who he has under his control now. He just wants the Saints to be over with and done. The bastard gets off on seeing other people suffer.

      “No can do, muy drug,” Oleg retorts, his raspy voice and thick accent making me feel sick to my stomach. How dare he call me his friend? “The boy has seen too much. Can’t risk it. You know how it works in our line of business.”

      “Let him go, or I’ll rip your fucking head off,” I threaten, striding in their direction.

      Luca looks at me with pleading eyes, but even in this situation, he’s so brave. He doesn’t utter a single word. He doesn't try to do anything that could cause the situation to worsen. This is exactly what I taught him to do should he ever got caught.

      Oleg smirks at me again, but when I try to lunge at him, something holds me back. Strong hands wrap around my arms, forcing me to stay put.

      “We have to get out of here, Angelo,” someone informs me, but they must be out of their fucking minds if they think I’ll simply run away and leave my brother here to die.

      “Let me fucking go!” I roar. I clench my jaw harder, struggling against their grip, not even bothering to look over my shoulder and see who the bastard is holding me back. My eyes are glued to my brother and Oleg. I study every single movement of theirs, racking my brain to come up with a strategy to take Luca out of his control and away from him.

      “They will blow this place up,” someone else warns me on my other side.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I growl back. “I’m not leaving him behind.”

      As if I should have to tell them that. Luca is my only family. He shouldn't be here. He shouldn’t be in this situation. The only reason he is here is because of me. This is my fault. All of this is my fault. I should have protected him, and yet, the enemy managed to get to him before I could. I know my fellow capos have lost loved ones, and we probably have had casualties from today’s fight judging by the amount of bodies I walked over a moment ago, but my only family is still alive and right in front of me. There’s no way I’m turning my back on him.

      I’d rather die.

      I have to get Luca out of here. Even if it costs me my life.

      “You Saints boys have always been so stubborn, never knowing when to take a step back,” Oleg snarls, a cold and calculating gaze emanating from him as he watches me and my men arguing. Then, as if tired of the little show, he takes a gun from the holster and points it at Luca’s head, his eyes still on me.

      Bile threatens to climb up my throat, but I force it down. I need to stay strong. “Let him go,” I try again, this time forcing my voice to sound less threatening and more… pleading. “He has nothing to do with this. He’s just a kid.”

      Reasoning with a monster is useless. I know that much, but I can’t do anything from here. If I take a step forward, Oleg could pull the trigger before I have the chance to even take a breath.

      A chuckle escapes the monster’s throat, and I can sense what’s to come. But I have no chance to say anything else before he cocks the gun.

      “Consider this a lesson, Messina,” Oleg replies, his eyes hungry for more blood. “Maybe next time your boss will teach you not to fight those you can’t beat.”

      The gunshot sound rips through the night, and my entire world shatters as I watch my baby brother’s body fall to the ground, lifeless.

      My knees buckle beneath me, and I let out the most raw and desperate scream.

      

      The same scream jerks me awake.

      It takes me a second to realize I’m staring at my bedroom ceiling instead of the dark sky of that fateful night. Cold sweat pours through my every pore, and I shiver, my hands trembling uncontrollably. My heart pounds against my ribcage, and the walls of the room press in around me, stealing my air and making my vision darken.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, forcing myself not to vomit. The smell of blood is so strong in my nostrils that it’s like I’m still in that alley.

      I grip the soaked sheets, forcing myself to inhale and exhale slowly. My throat is dry, my chest hurts, and my head is pounding as if someone is bringing down a hammer on my fucking skull.

      It was just a nightmare, I tell myself.

      But that’s the stupidest thing I could say to calm myself down.

      Because it wasn’t just a nightmare.

      It was reality–coming back to bite me in the ass. Again.

      I’ve lost count of how many times I had to relive this scene over and over. Most nights, I’m too terrified to even attempt to fall asleep. I lay awake until I can’t stop myself from falling into a fitful slumber, knowing the dreams will come.

      I probably need professional help to deal with this–as has been suggested to me several times before–but I’ve always been too proud to admit I have a problem. Maybe I need to admit I’m not always the hard ass I pretend to be.

      But I don’t want to see a shrink because, the truth is, they will try to make me believe I’m not to blame, that what happened was a tragedy, that only Oleg is to blame. After all, he’s the bastard who killed an innocent kid because of his greed and god complex. They’ll try to tell me that I couldn’t have done anything differently.

      But that’s not the truth.

      The truth is that Luca died because of me. Because I joined the mafia. Because my gang faced an enemy that we couldn’t beat.

      Because I was too late.

      And no one will ever be able to convince me otherwise.

      I’ll have to live with it for the rest of my life.

      But maybe that’s the punishment I deserve.

      Maybe I should simply accept that this is what I get for not finding a way to save my baby brother’s life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            WELCOME TO NEW YORK

          

        

      

    

    
      *Tatiana*

      

      As soon as the plane touches down at JFK airport, a wave of anxiety washes over me. This is my first time leaving my home country of Russia. I’ve spent my entire life looking over my shoulder, waiting for my asshole uncle, Oleg Romina, to show up and finish the job he started twenty years ago when he murdered my parents in cold blood. Now, he’s summoned the only parents I’ve ever known, Lev and Ilya Ivanov, to return to America. I insisted they bring me along, but as we deboard the plane, a sense of unease settles into my chest.

      My biological father, Petr Romina, used to be the boss of the Romina Empire, a smaller Russian mob that has territory in several countries, including New York where Oleg resides. When I was old enough to understand the kind of life our family used to have, Lev and Illya told me the truth about my parents’ deaths. My mother was my dad’s mistress, and when Oleg learned that they were planning on getting married, his greed made him murder both of them, preventing them from building a family and carrying on with the legacy.

      Instead, Oleg took over, becoming the boss of the Romina Empire for over two decades now.

      He never knew of my existence, though, because my parents made sure I would be safe with Lev and Ilya before they died so that I could have a normal life.

      Lev is still one of Oleg’s capos, working in Russia, but he’s always been loyal to my father, and he promised him he’d take care of me, even if he had to risk his life for it to happen.

      That’s something I will not allow.

      So, when Oleg summoned them to come to America, I threw a tantrum and said I was coming with them. It took me a long time to convince them this was the right thing to do, and they only agreed because I promised I’d be hidden and would make sure I wasn’t seen with them.

      But I could never live in peace back home, knowing they’d be here, so close to my uncle and at risk of being tortured or killed.

      Probably both.

      I have to be close to them. To keep an eye on them and take care of them. It’s the least I can do after everything they’ve done for me.

      As I walk through the airport and head to the luggage claim, my stomach twists into a tight knot. I have both my parents in my peripheral vision, making sure they don’t leave my sight for a second.

      We’re walking separately from each other in case someone is watching us, but we have a plan to meet at our new building. We’ve rented apartments in the same complex so we don’t draw too much attention to the fact we’re always coming and going into the same space.

      It upsets me to have to live away from them, but I guess it’s better than staying back in Russia and not knowing what’s going on here.

      I already hated Oleg with every fiber of my being, but now that he’s ordered my parents to come here, fury threatens to consume me, and it’s all I can do to keep it tamped down. Why did he have to summon them here after so long? What does he want them for? What is he planning?

      Unease coils in my gut like a snake about to strike.

      Someone asks a worker how to get to baggage claim, despite all the signs. The older gentleman who has probably worked here longer than I’ve been alive says, “Right this way. Follow the signs.” He’s not as abrasive as I’ve heard most New Yorker’s can be, but he’s not exactly the picture of hospitality either. I follow the crowd toward the baggage claim, keeping a steady pace.

      It’s my first time in an airport as large as this one, so it’s a bit disorienting. I don’t know exactly where to go, but the signs are clear enough. I glance to my side every once in a while to make sure Lev and Ilya are still close to me.

      Lev taught me how to be on high alert all the time, looking for anything that could be considered out of place, anyone who looks suspicious. He also taught me skills to defend myself. So far, I’ve never had to use them, but the closer we get to Oleg, the more likely it is I’ll need them.

      We grab our bags and head out separate doors, still within each other’s eyesight. I’m only a few steps out the door when two black vans come screeching to a halt in front of me, their tires so loud that it attracts the attention of everyone around me. Shock and fear overcome me, and I don’t have time to scream for help or check on my parents before a large man jumps from the vehicle and shoves a black sack over my head, forcing me inside the van.

      So much for knowing how to defend myself.

      As soon as my brain catches up with the situation, I begin to kick and punch blindly at whoever is holding me, but it’s all in vain. Soon, they have my wrists restrained behind my back and my legs wrapped together with some kind of a cord. “Let me go!” I growl, trying to be as loud as possible so maybe someone will hear me.

      But the van is already moving, and I doubt anyone will be bothered to call the police. Even then, the police likely won’t come to my rescue. If I’m being kidnapped by the bastard I think I am, no one would dare try to stop him.

      “This one is feisty.” The deep voice next to me has a Russian accent, which is no surprise. I shove him hard with my shoulder since I can’t crack his jaw with my fist. It seems to do nothing. I hear two other men next to me, a trio of devils that makes my skin crawl with disgust tinged with a hint of fear I refuse to acknowledge.

      “Pity she already has an owner,” someone else muses. “I’d love to take her for a ride, if you know what I mean.”

      My heart drops to my stomach, and I fear I might throw up the terrible vegetable lasagna I had on the plane.

      One doesn’t grow up exposed to this life the way I have without ever hearing about the horrendous acts the mafia commits against their enemies, but I wasn’t expecting to be a victim. Not today. Not ever. Lev and Ilya have always made sure to take good care of me. To keep their promises to my parents. To keep me safe. All of this is happening because I was stubborn, insisting on coming here with them.

      “Where are my parents?” I grunt, starting to feel suffocated. Struggling has my lungs burning. I’m unable to draw a deep breath.

      “You’ll see soon, pretty little bitch. Just make sure you behave because I don’t want to hurt you. The boss gave us specific directions not to–but if you get out of line, well, I guess I’ll just have to take a scolding,” the deep voice to my left informs me.

      I swallow a curse, deciding to play nice for now since I need to be awake when we get wherever it is they are taking me. Also, I’m scared to death of what they might do to me if I black out. They might be following orders, but I doubt they have the ethics and decency to keep their hands to themselves if I make their job too easy.

      We drive for what seems like about fifteen minutes before I lose track of all the turns we’ve taken. I don’t have a clue of where we are since I’ve never been to New York City before, but it’s worth a try.

      My hands and legs are numb by the time the van comes to a stop. Rough hands tug me from the van. I prepare to put up a fight until a familiar voice has my blood freezing in my veins, all the fight gone out of me.

      Dad.

      “Let her fucking go! It’s me that he wants! She has nothing to do with anything!” he shouts.

      I want to tell him to shut up. Oleg won’t take it easy on him if he keeps arguing.

      Fucking narcissistic prick.

      “Please, just let her go.” Mom’s voice is weak, raspy, and I can hear the tremble in every word as they leave her mouth. She’s terrified. Not for herself–but for me.

      I swallow the lump in my throat, pushing aside the voices in my head saying that we should have escaped when we had the chance.

      What were we thinking? Of course, Oleg didn’t invite my parents here for a fucking spot of tea.

      But how did he find out about me? As far as I know, he’s had no idea that I even exist. Even in Russia, we were always extra careful to avoid detection.

      My thoughts are interrupted as I’m guided across a patch of concrete, another of grass, and up some steps. When they finally remove the bag from my head, it takes a while for my eyes to adjust to the brightness of the room.

      But when I do, I wish I couldn’t see anything. The man staring back at me looks so much like my birth father–which I only know because of the pictures I’ve seen of him. One feature is decidedly different, though. His eyes are two blue ice spheres piercing through my soul.

      The callus smirk on his lips causes my legs to falter under me, but his men still have a tight grip on both my arms, so I try to pretend like I’m just struggling again. I can’t afford to show him any sign of weakness.

      White marble floors grace the living area, with two enormous leather couches, a massive grand piano, and a bar in the corner. White curtains clue me into a potential way out–until I see the bars. I won’t be getting out that way, and the door behind me is blocked by two enormous men.

      More of Oleg’s henchmen manhandle my parents into two folding chairs, jarringly out of place in this room. They’re pushed down and tied so tightly, my mother begins to whimper as the assholes pull the ropes much harder than necessary.

      Tears form in my eyes, forcing my weakness to show. “Stop!” I shout. “Please–stop!”

      “Tatiana Ivanov.” Oleg rolls my name on his tongue as if he’s tasting me. His Russian accent is heavy, even though he’s lived here for over two decades. “My beautiful niece. What a pleasure it is to finally meet you.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek, forcing myself to stay quiet. I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of hearing me beg anymore. Not yet anyway.

      “It’s a pity that we have to meet under such dismal circumstances, but in my defense, I didn’t know about you until… well, only a few weeks ago.”

      Oleg paces back and forth, a pistol in his hand, but he is so nonchalant, holding the weapon flippantly, one can tell it’s become an extension of his body.

      “My brother was always the smartest of the two of us. Even dead, he managed to keep me in the dark. But he’s been taken care of. And since you came all the way here and made my job so much easier, I have chosen a path for you that is much better than what I originally had in mind.” He turns and looks at me with those icy eyes, letting me know he’d planned to kill me originally. Somehow I doubt what he’s up to now is any better.

      My jaw cracks, I’m gritting my teeth so tightly. But I don’t bulge. I lift my chin, glaring at him, daring him to continue.

      “But first things first. I don’t hold grudges, but I also have to show you I’m not someone to be trifled with,” he continues, turning his back to me and heading toward my parents.

      I sense what’s about to happen before he lifts his hand, and a scream escapes my lips. “No!”

      One gunshot followed by another echoes through the room. The sound is deafening, but I hardly notice the ringing in my ears. My mind falters, trying to comprehend what I’m seeing. Two crimson pools stain the white marble beneath the misplaced folding chairs, both of their heads hang limp, but my mother’s eyes are wide open–frozen. Staring at me.

      Raw desperation pours out of me, a guttural scream followed by sobs I cannot control. With every fiber of my being, I will time to reverse, to rewind a few moments, an hour or two, to put me back on that plane, making different choices. Better choices.

      But that can’t happen, so here I stand, staring at another set of dead parents and the fucking bastard who has now taken everything away from me.

      The sickening sound of his low cackle has my stomach churning, and when I return my gaze to his callous face, I feel like I might vomit all over his fucking marble floor.

      “Asshole!” I manage to bite out. “You fucking bastard!”

      “Now, now,” he says, stepping toward me. “Watch yourself, or my plans for you might change again. You wouldn’t want to follow them, would you?”

      I would like to, actually. I wish he would raise that gun and put a bullet through my forehead. That’s my initial thought, anyway. But then… I wouldn’t have the chance to watch him cringe in pain as I rip him limb from limb.

      I bite my tongue, tears still stinging my eyes.

      “As I was saying, I have other plans for you.” He continues to talk, but I can’t rip my eyes away from the limp bodies of my parents. “You see, traditions mean a lot to me. Eventually, I will have to retire, and the Romina Empire should be kept within the family. I can’t be the last of my family line to rule this syndicate with an iron fist.”

      He realizes I’m not listening and moves so that he’s situated between myself and my parents’ bodies. I blink a few times and focus on his icy stare. He chuckles another low rumble, and the temptation to spit directly in his smug face is almost unbearable.

      My parents died to protect me. They gave everything in a failed attempt to keep me safe. I cannot let this bastard win.

      One callused finger slips beneath my chin, yanking my face up to look at him. I grit my teeth, staring back at him in defiance. Nothing he can say or do can possibly cause me more harm than what he’s ever done.

      With a wide smile, Oleg declares, “You will marry my son, Yakov.”

      Without another thought, I hock back and let fly a wad of phlegm that hits him directly in the center of his left eye.

      The slap across my face sends me reeling, but it doesn’t hurt.

      I’m beyond pain now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            PRISONER

          

        

      

    

    
      *Tatiana*

      

      I spend most of my time in “my” room. Images of my parents bleeding out fill my mind, whether I’m awake or asleep. Even sitting by the window, staring out at the serene garden behind the mansion, I can’t shake the overwhelming sadness and revulsion that fills my body with every shuddering breath I inhale.

      No one comes into my room except for the maids–and that’s a good thing. When I have to see Oleg again, it will be all I can do to keep from lunging at him and trying to take him out right now. I will kill him–but I can’t be impulsive, or I’ll spoil my chance. Something tells me he won’t hesitate to kill me if he feels it’s necessary, regardless of all of his plans for me.

      No, I need to bide my time. Lie in wait. Strike when the timing is right.

      When I’m not picturing my parents’ pale bodies sitting in those chairs, I imagine what it will be like to kill him. That’s the only time I allow myself a bit of happiness, a small smile, when I think about what it will be like to have his blood coating my hands.

      A few days after my parents were murdered, there’s a knock on my door. I’m summoned to come downstairs. I hesitate. I don’t want to see Oleg or anyone–but I know I don’t have a choice. Taking deep breaths, I make my way downstairs to the parlor. This is a different room than the one where my parents’ were slaughtered. Still, I know that room is right down the hallway, which makes me uneasy.

      I walk into the elaborately decorated room, shades of burgundy and forest green blending with dark woods and heavy furniture, to see a man a bit older than me standing next to Oleg. I know immediately who he is. He looks like a slightly younger version of his father. Yakov. The man I’m going to marry.

      He’s smiling at me in a way that makes me think he’d devour me if he could. His nose is too big. His hair, while styled, is coarse and already beginning to thin on top. What’s most unsettling of all are his eyes.

      They’re the same icy orbs his father stares me down with.

      I swallow hard and stop a few steps away from him. I don’t want to touch him.

      His eyes roam over my body, taking their time, lingering on all of the places I’d never want him to touch me. When he finally reaches my face, a ghastly smile crinkles his already-wrinkling face at the corners. “You’ve chosen well, Father,” he murmurs.

      I narrow my eyes into slits and keep my distance. I refuse to entertain the thought that this man will someday be my husband.

      He takes a step toward me. I don’t retreat, though it’s all I can do to keep myself from doing so. “We will marry soon,” he says, his Russian accent not nearly as thick as his father’s but still there. “I’m looking forward to it, Tatiana.”

      Rather than responding to him, I turn to Oleg. “May I go back to my room, please?” It’s difficult to get that last word out, but I have to behave myself, or else my parents–all four of them–will have died for nothing.

      “What’s the matter, milaya? Don’t you want to spend some time getting to know your husband?” Oleg cackles, rocking back and forth from heel to toe.

      Swallowing down bile, I say, “No, I think we will have time for that later.” I return my gaze to Yakov and realize I’ve been able to surmise everything I could ever need to know in this one meeting.

      He’s repulsive–possessive and cruel.

      He’s also unintelligent. I can tell by the foolish smirk on his face. That’s not something I want in a husband, but in this situation, it will work in my favor.

      “Go,” Oleg says, still chuckling under his breath.

      I don’t hesitate to turn and march out of the room, but I haven’t even reached the hallway when I hear Yakov say, “That’s a fine piece of ass, Father. Thank you for acquiring her for me.”

      Oleg says, “You should have the best son. Just don’t fuck it up.”

      Back in my room, I sink down into a chair and rack my brain for ways to escape. This place is heavily guarded. I have nothing–no money, no phone, not even a change of clothing that belongs to me. If I managed to get out the window from the second story and past the guards, then what? There’s a fence around the property, and from what I can see out the window, we seem to be far from the city. Where would I go? What would I do? No, I have to bide my time. Even if I went to the Russian embassy, there’s no guarantee I wouldn’t run into one of Oleg’s friends and end up right back here–or dead. If I am patient, the opportunity will present itself. One way or another.
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        * * *

      

      Days turn into weeks, and now I’ve been here for nearly a month. Every day, I sit by the window, staring outside, watching the world go by, wondering when I will be faced with marrying Yakov. It’s coming. I know it is. Oleg won’t put this off for long. He’s likely gathering all of his minions and the other syndicate leaders, trying to make this seem like some sort of royal affair instead of the shot-gun wedding it really is.

      The longer I’m held captive, the more desperate I become. I need to find a way to get out of here. In order to do that, I need to know the mansion better. Where are the exits? I’m not locked in my room, so one day after lunch, I decide to explore the estate. No one is paying any attention to me anyway. They seem to think I’ve given up on any hope of getting out of here.

      As I make my way down endless hallways, no one asks me what I’m doing. I keep an explanation at the tip of my tongue just in case someone questions me. I bump into a few guards when I get to the second floor. It’s no surprise he has his men patrolling all over the place–inside and outside. Every step I take, eyes follow me.

      How the hell am I supposed to get out of this place?

      Inhaling slowly, I remind myself of my purpose. Firstly, I must stay alive. I can’t vindicate my parents if I’m dead. Secondly, I need to escape. I’ll have to get away and then figure out the best way to take Oleg out for good.

      I take a detour and head toward the kitchen. Lunch churns in my stomach, threatening to come back up. I need a glass of water to keep it down.

      Once I reach the kitchen, I hesitate before pushing through the door. I’ve never been here before. The maids said I should ask them if I need anything. I haven’t made a single quest, but I know it’s a means of making sure they know where I am at all times.

      The room is empty except for one maid. I think her name is Lily. Lila? I haven’t been in much of a mood for socializing, so I’m really not sure what any of their names are. They are nice enough, but I’m not here to fucking make friends.

      “Oh, uh… hi,” I say awkwardly, fidgeting with the hem of my shirt. “I just, uh, wanted a glass of water.”

      Flashing me a smile so large it seems out of place, she moves to the fridge and pours me a glass of ice water from a pitcher. She hands it to me, and I regret not being polite to her before. She seems… nice.

      “Thank you,” I say, clearing my throat. “I… don’t remember your name,” I confess, embarrassed.

      She chuckles, shrugging. “It’s okay. I doubt Mr. Romana knows it either. We’re supposed to be invisible.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m Laura.”

      Ah… I was close.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Laura,” I reply. “Despite the circumstances.” I’m not in a situation to trust anyone, but so far, Laura seems kind. I may as well be polite to her. I take a sip of the water and feel marginally better.

      She stares at me and sighs, her eyes darting to the door for a second as if to make sure no one is coming. “Listen….” She leans forward, her mouth so close to my ear, I can feel the warmth of her breath. “I don’t know you, but I think I know what I’d do if I were in your situation.” I raise an eyebrow, and she continues. “Don’t do it. It won’t work.”

      I frown, narrowing my eyes at her. “What are you talking about?” I try to keep my voice nonchalant, but I hear the quiver in it.

      “No one escapes Mr. Romana. Believe me, I’ve seen so many die because they dared to try.”

      My heart skips a beat as I realize what she is saying. I swallow the lump in my throat and nod. “I’ll keep that in mind.” It’s all I can say. I have no doubt my uncle is used to keeping dangerous people prisoners here, people he’s at war with. If they can’t get away from his clutches, what are my chances?

      Not good.

      Laura offers me a small, sympathetic smile before heading back to the stove. I’m about to leave the room when a glint of silver catches my eye.

      A wooden block full of knives sits on the counter. Blades of various shapes and sizes stick out of the slots, everything from a paring knife to a meat cleaver. Without hesitation, I reach over and grab one of the larger steak knives and slide it under my shirt, into the waistband of my pants. I have no plans to use it at this point, but it won’t hurt to have it with me–just in case.

      I fucking know how to use it, after all.

      “Thank you, Laura,” I say before rushing out the door.

      I’m halfway down the hallway when an unpleasant odor hits my nose. Yakov appears in front of me about the same time I place that sweaty, spicy scent. My stomach turns over, and I wish I’d stayed in the kitchen with Laura.

      When he sees me, a crooked smile tugs up one side of his face. He approaches, flanked by bodyguards. “Ah, Tatiana.” His eyes meet mine, and I look away as my skin begins to crawl. Even his voice disgusts me. “What a surprise to see you walking around the house. I hope you’re not getting too attached to it, though. I plan on moving to a different estate after the wedding.” He chuckles, and his bodyguards mimic him.

      I don’t give him the satisfaction of answering. In fact, I hope he finds me dull and unintelligent enough that he decides not to marry me. Unfortunately, my plan doesn’t seem to be working. Even with me standing here staring blankly at him, his smile widens, and a glint in his icy eyes tells me he’s thinking repulsive thoughts. Once again, bile rises in the back of my throat, but I choke it down.

      Disgusting.

      “What’s the matter, kukolka? Cat got your tongue?” I drop my eyes to the floor, praying he’ll leave me the hell alone. He takes a step toward me. I brace myself as his stubby fingers lift my chin. It’s all I can do to keep from pulling away. Seeing my reaction, he tightens his grip, forcing me to look up at him. “That’s another thing I’ll have to fix once we’re married,” he continues through gritted teeth. His anger radiates from every pore, but I don’t budge. “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”

      I want to tell him to fuck off because I couldn’t care less, but he shoves me backward, his nails scratching my face as he does so.

      I bite down the rage boiling inside me. One swift move from me, and the knife hidden in my waistband would be sticking out of his chest. But that would leave me dead before I have a chance to kill my true target–his bastard father.

      I need to wait for the right moment, for the right chance, to get my revenge.

      In the meantime, I glare back at his icy eyes, imagining all the ways I’d like to rip this asshole apart.

      Soon.
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      *Tatiana*

      

      A tacky, overly poofy white gown hangs on the back of the bathroom door next to the full-length mirror. I take a deep breath and drag a hand down my face. How the fuck am I getting out of this?

      I hoped I’d have more time to escape, but this day has come more quickly than anticipated, and now, here I am. The fuckers got me to the church on time.

      “What do you think?” one of the maids who will be helping me get dressed asks, a timid smile on her face.

      Arching an eyebrow, I say, “I think I’d be better suited to black.”

      She laughs nervously and pulls the fancy frock down off the hanger. I have to assume this contraption cost thousands of dollars and was designed by one of New York’s biggest names in fashion.

      It’s a death trap to me.

      It would look so much better with a spray of vomit across the front.

      Telling myself I need to focus, I listen to the maids prattle on about how they’re going to do my hair and makeup and other such bullshit I couldn’t care less about.

      “This dress is magnificent,” one of the maids whispers to the other. The other woman agrees, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      Unfortunately, Laura is not here. Just another tally against this morbid day. She’s the only one in the house I like—or trust. These two keep making eyes over the top of my head like I can’t see them in the mirror.

      The maids begin to style my long, wavy brown hair, pulling it from side to side, deciding what to do with it. I ignore them, tugging at one of the straps of this vicious gown. It’s so fucking tight, my lungs are burning.

      Another woman I don’t recognize comes in and starts laying out makeup brushes on the vanity in front of me. She’s older, with a stern face. Not exactly the kind of person one dreams about getting them ready for their wedding.

      Fuck… I miss my mom….

      “I’d have to live a thousand lives to be able to afford something like this,” the maid to my left notes, fingering the strap of my gown. “Are these… diamonds?”

      Her eyes nearly pop out of their sockets as she reaches down to finger the shining jewelry embroidered on my corset. They look like diamonds for sure, but I’ve never been into fancy shit like that, so I’m really not sure if they’re real or fake. Too bad I can’t rip them off the gown and tell these ladies to make a break for it. Maybe I’d go with them.

      They continue to chat amongst each other as the stern woman with the bird nose begins to apply makeup in garish colors to my face, making me look like a clown—or a bride from the 1980s, more like it. I don’t give two fucks. Maybe Yakov will think I’m hideous and call the wedding off.

      I have to stifle a yawn as she begins to apply lipstick in a hot pink hue. I was up most of the night, trying to figure out a way to escape, but I was being kept in a fortress with dozens of brutish guards around every corner.

      The whole way to the church, I bided my time, praying I’d have the opportunity to jump out of the vehicle, but I had a guard on either side of me. So, I’ve been trying to come up with a plan for the wedding reception. With my luck, there will be just as many armed men there to ensure I can’t even pee without being watched.

      I watch the hands on the clock on the wall behind me. Two hours? Fuck. Why is this taking so damn long? But then… I’m not in a huge hurry to marry my cousin. That’s so fucked up.

      “You look so lovely,” the maid who wanted the diamonds off my dress says, giving my hair a final poof.

      “Thanks.” That’s all I can say. What else could I tell them? That they are dolling me up for a man who will probably beat me and threaten me every day of our lives? That I’m on my way from one prison to another? They work for Oleg and the Romina family. They already know what those bastards are like. I don’t need to remind them.

      “You look like a princess,” the other one muses beside me.

      “She really does,” the first one agrees.

      I offer them a small smile. My vision blurs as tears threaten to spill down my cheeks, ruining Beak-face’s hard work. I can’t let them see me cry. Besides, I’m sure Oleg would punish them if I got to the wedding looking anything less than how he’s envisioned.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to eat anything before you go, Miss Ivanov?” one of the women who did my hair asks. “You haven’t eaten anything at all, and I’m sure the ceremony will be long. You need to be able to stand up there without passing out.”

      She is right about that. Although, I wouldn’t mind ruining the wedding because I fainted.

      “I’m okay, thanks,” I reply. Besides, I couldn’t put anything in my stomach right now. Bile rises in the back of my throat again.

      They all excuse themselves, leaving me alone in the room. Someone is supposed to come pick me up and take me to the chapel, so I wait seated in front of the mirror, staring back at my reflection.

      I don’t even look like myself. Maybe that will make it easier to pretend this isn’t me—that I’m not the one marrying Yakov. I’m just temporarily caught in someone else’s nightmare.

      Back in Russia, I used to imagine who I’d marry, a handsome man who loved me. I’d wear a beautiful gown I picked out with my mother—my mother standing behind me, smiling proudly as we gazed into the mirror, both of us beautiful and blushing.

      I’d rather go back to constantly looking over my shoulder in Russia than be here now—with my parents dead. I never really expected Oleg to find out about me, and I still don’t know how he did. None of that matters now.

      A knock on the door pulls me out of my reverie, and I get to my feet, not even bothering to tell whoever it is to come inside. I know they came for me.

      One of Oleg’s capos is outside, his eyes narrowed in annoyance that he has to be the one to escort me. Maybe he thinks I’m beneath him. Maybe he’d rather be out killing innocent people rather than shadowing me down the hallway. I don’t wait for him to order me to march. Instead, I brush past him into the hallway, silently hoping he steps on the ridiculously long train of this dress and tears it so the wedding will be off.

      Tears announce their presence with a sharp sting, but I will them back, pushing away the intrusive thoughts and walking alongside this brute, the maids rushing behind me to help adjust the dress’s train.

      The hallway stretches on forever; though it’s as short as the plank on a pirate ship. I watch the blurred faces gathered on either side, staring at me, and try to remember this isn’t over yet. If I keep my wits, maybe I can find a way to get out of here.

      One thing is for damn sure. I can’t cry in front of these bastards. Weakness has a scent, and they’d eat me alive.

      When we arrive in front of the chapel, the doors are open. Unlike my dress and makeup, the decorations here are glamorous. Beautiful flowers in crisp white and scarlet red bloom from large vases near the dais. Smaller ones are attached to the end of every pew. A large archway decorated in flowers and ivy stands behind the priest.

      The priest… too damn bad he’s not here for my fucking funeral.

      With just one glance, I can tell there are more than three hundred guests packed inside the chapel, not to mention the bastards lining the hallway and stationed outside to keep me from running. I’m sure the most elite mobsters of New York and the surrounding area are all congregated here to see Yakov anoint me as his queen.

      The music shifts, and all eyes turn to me. People whisper to each other behind their hands as I make my way to the entryway.

      “Miss Ivanov, come right here, dear.” A middle-aged woman with way too much jewelry gestures for me to take my place. I’m assuming she’s the wedding planner. I wonder if she chose this dress. If so, I may just have to spit in her eyes. She hands me a bouquet, and I begrudgingly snatch it out of her hands.

      I maintain my composure and stop where she’s pointed. Taking a deep breath, I finally allow myself to look at the other figure standing at the far end of the aisle, near the priest.

      Fucking Yakov. He looks like the smarmy bastard he is, standing up there, rocking back and forth from heel to toe, his hands folded in front of him. He reminds me of a cobra, ready to strike.

      God, the thought of a large snake makes my mind jump elsewhere. That asshole better not think I’m sleeping with him. I’d rather die first. Of course, Oleg has already explained that he must have an heir to his legacy. The mere thought of having to give Yakov a child, to watch my flesh and blood be raised under the influence of those two bastards, makes me double down on my threat—kill me now.

      “You can go,” the woman whispers, and I realize the wedding march is already playing and everyone is staring at me in anticipation.

      I take a deep breath and force my legs to move forward. My hands tighten around the bouquet, and my gaze finds a spot behind the altar. I can’t look at Yakov again or that puke I threatened to splatter all over my dress will end up on him, too.

      God, how I want to turn and run. I’d be caught before I could blink though, and it’d only worsen my situation.

      As soon as I reach the end of the aisle, Yakov yanks my arm with his, forcing me to stand next to him. The overwhelming stench of his spicy cologne burns my nostrils. I grit my teeth, trying not to grimace. I can feel Oleg behind me, and I know he has his eyes on me. He’s fully prepared to deal with anything I might try to pull off.

      “No one will save you, darling,” Yakov murmurs into my ear, and my stomach twists with his foreboding threat. “You’re stuck with me, so you better stop fighting it. Otherwise, what I have planned for us tonight will be a lot less pleasure, and a lot more pain.”

      The priest clears his throat in front of us and opens his mouth, but not a single syllable comes out before the ground beneath my feet trembles and a large boom has me dropping my flowers to cover my ears. Panic bubbles up in my throat as I quickly turn to see what’s going on. Gunfire rings out from the back of the church, followed by screams, shouts, and the sound of hundreds of people scrambling to escape.

      Chaos erupts all around me.

      Smoke burns my eyes, momentarily disorienting me. I crouch down the best I can in this fucking dress, trying to ascertain what the hell is going on. Everywhere I look, I see people trying to find the closest exit. In the back of the church, bodies slump over the pews.

      I need to do… something….

      Spinning around, I realize Yakov is no longer beside me. I hear his voice somewhere across the chapel as he yells orders to his men. The smoke clears for a moment, and I see my betrothed cowering behind a pew while he waves at the guards to run into the gunfire.

      I look back at the pew where Oleg was seated, and he’s gone, too. Knowing him, he’s in the thick of things. Unlike his son, he’s not a coward.

      And then… everything becomes crystal clear. I have to do what these other motherfuckers are doing. It’s my one chance.

      Gathering up my garish gown, I do exactly what I’ve wanted to do since the day Oleg killed my parents.

      I run.
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