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    Chapter 1 - Louis 
 
      
 
    I lean out from behind the corner to get a better view of the men carrying boxes from our store, clench my jaw, and take the first shot. My bullet pierces the shoulder of the masked man closest to me, and he screams and latches onto the guy next to him. The other three immediately startle and yell at each other in Spanish, looking around and rushing in every direction like a swarm of ants. 
 
    “Get out of here!” I yell at them from behind the building and lean forward to aim again. No matter how much I despise the Mexicans, I know they have guns, and I don’t want to risk my life by walking out in the open. 
 
    I miss my second aim but, following my lead, Omero and Thomas open fire from their hideaway, and we wound another Mexican. They try to fire back, but it’s clear that they can't really aim at us—they don’t even know where we are. They just want to secure a cover while the rest of them grab what money they can and run to their cars. 
 
    Goddamn rats! Do you think you can get away so easily? 
 
    I tighten my grip on my gun and step out from behind the corner to better aim at them. My mind is focused, my heart is pounding with fury and adrenaline, and I shoot them without care. In less than a minute I kill one of them and wound at least two others, while Omero and Thomas take down another one. 
 
    The Mexicans hurry to drag their dead pawn into the car, but under our continuous fire they yell something in Spanish and drop the body, running to the car instead. So they're ready for a race, huh? 
 
    "Follow them!" I yell to Omero and Thomas, firing the last bullet at the Mexicans' rear windshield, and running to my own car parked on the curbside. Time to show these bastards who’s in charge here. 
 
    I jump into the car and take off, gripping the wheel tight. I'm not one to lose my patience easily, but the Mexicans have been too damn infuriating lately. 
 
    They think they're so clever, huh? When they raid our territories, they wear masks that hide their faces as if it'll stop us from recognizing those rats. Every last member of the Messina family—my family—knows who they are: pawns of the Escarra family who betrayed the truce between us. But stupidly enough, their coverage works. At least, Riccardo allows it to work. 
 
    Riccardo is the don of the Italian Mafia, the head of the Messina family, my cousin, and my best friend. I'm ready to obey him and trust him with my life, so when he tells us to keep the conflict with the Mexicans low, I can't go against him. All I can do is remind Riccardo time and time again that yielding to the Mexicans won’t do us any good. 
 
    The last time I confronted their boss, Gerardo Escarra, about his people raiding our storages, he only shrugged and said that I had to check my vision. His people? In our territories? Impossible! He signed the truce to keep his daughter safe, so I must be stupid for thinking that he'd risk Jacinta for a piece of our possessions. 
 
    God, what a moron. 
 
    As if he doesn’t know that Paolo, my cousin, would rather kill us than let anyone touch his princess. He may have kidnapped Jacinta against her will at the beginning of their relationship, but ever since they got married Paolo has been pretty much obsessed with Jacinta and their daughter Luna. Which doesn’t make it easier for any of us to get along with his goddamn father-in-law. 
 
    Even thinking about Gerardo makes my blood boil, and I pick up the speed, keeping my glare on the Mexican car. They're playing it smart, escaping in the direction of Bridgeview—the closest neutral territory—instead of driving straight to their own. 
 
    Among other neutral places, Bridgeview is protected by the unspoken rule of the Mafia families of Chicago: no one is allowed to spill blood there. And unlike the Mexicans, we abide by the rules, so when we get there I'll have to let them be. But that doesn't mean that I can't grab my chance at killing these rats while they're on our land. 
 
    I scare a few pedestrians on sharp turns, but they should know better than to get in the way of my car. Living in the Messinas’ territory means staying out of our business, following our rules, and keeping their mouths shut. In exchange, they get to live under our protection, which is crucial for doing all kinds of dirty business in Chicago. 
 
    Other cars stay out of my way, pulling to the sides and keeping the road clear for me so I can get closer to the Mexicans. But as soon as I drive close enough, I see one of them emerge out of the passenger window with a gun in hand. Shit. This fucking— 
 
    I only have a second to brace myself before the Mexican fires at my car. His bullets ricochet off my hood and bumper, but when two of them reach the windshield, the bulletproof glass gives the first crack. Son of a bitch. I tighten my grip on the wheel and push the accelerator harder, catching up with the car. 
 
    I hear them yell something in Spanish, their car weaves in the lane, and a moment later more bullets pour onto the surface of my car. Shit. I clench my jaw with a heated wave of fury and adrenaline in my veins. Where is Omero? 
 
    The car vibrates dangerously, and the windshield turns into a spiderweb of cracks—but it doesn’t make me slow down. I know these streets like the back of my hand, so even with my vision obscured I manage to keep up with the Mexicans and bump into them from behind. Oh, if only I could get a little closer, I’d be able to hit them hard enough to make their car lose traction and send them off the road. 
 
    I guess they figure that out as well because I see their car pick up speed to the point that it drifts on the next crossroad—and all of a sudden, another car drives into their side from the other direction. It’s Omero catching up with us right on the border of our territories, and I can’t help but laugh from excitement. It’s the perfect timing! 
 
    The Mexicans weave to the right from the impact, and when I catch up from behind I see the driver’s panic in the frantic movements of the car. Yes, yes! 
 
    “Thomas, open fire!” I yell through the open window, keeping my bumper pressed to their car. A second later, I hear gunshots. 
 
    Omero’s car is close to mine, and the gun makes my ears ring for a moment. Shit. It forces me to slow down while I come back to my senses, but I keep my focus on the Mexican car. It’s bulletproof as well, but the vibrations from Thomas’ bullets make it shake. We’re so close to getting them, we’re so— 
 
    Suddenly, Thomas’ gun goes quiet, and from the corner of my eye I see their car slowing down. What the hell are they doing? It gives the Mexicans an open pass to get out of our trap, and they immediately speed up. Goddamnit! 
 
    I growl out loud and, as soon as my phone rings I pick it up. “What the fuck was that?!” 
 
    “Sorry, but we didn’t want to get everyone in trouble.” 
 
    What do you mean? I want to ask, but it dawns on me before I get even a word out. Shit. We’re already in Bridgeview, and I realize it just in time to slow down and come to a stop at a red light. Here, I can’t rely on the power of my family name to get away with every broken law. 
 
    I curse under my breath as I watch the Mexican car drive away. I see a flash of the bullet holes in its passenger door as it turns left and disappears from my sight. Goddamnit. We were so close to forcing them to crash or surrender, but now it’s too late. I don’t want to risk our status in neutral territory. 
 
    “Should we follow them?” Omero asks a few seconds later, reminding me of his presence, and I catch sight of his car in the rearview mirror. He’s one car behind me in the traffic line, waiting for further instructions, and no matter how much it pisses me off, I have to admit my defeat. 
 
    “No, go back to the base. Report to Paolo everything that happened.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The lights switch to green, and I see Omero turn on his blinker and merge into the traffic leading around the block. But I leave him behind and continue forward, driving deeper into the neutral territory of Bridgeview while looking for a place to park. Not gonna lie, I’m tempted to follow the Mexicans—but that fight is over. 
 
    Now, I have something else in mind. 
 
    It may seem like the neutral territories are safe and peaceful, but in truth, they are much more dangerous than any other. Even if the members of all Mafia clans have no right to raise their weapons, we are still allowed to enter and do our business here. This is why all neutral territories are usually swarming with spies and pawns of the three biggest Mafia families of Chicago—Messina, Escarra, and Pushkov. 
 
    I find an empty spot in the parking lot of a local community park and get out of the car to assess how bad it looks. We’ll have to replace the windshield, but apart from that, there are only a few traces of bullets on the black surface of the hood. Well, it’s better than I expected. 
 
    I send a quick text and a photo of the car to Matteo, my cousin, just to give him more time to prepare the instruments. He’s in charge of distributing the tasks between our workers, and I don’t want to bother Riccardo with today’s events. At least, not yet. For now, I want to focus on looking for any traces of these goddamn Mexicans. 
 
    You see, they’ve been sneaking through our borders all too often lately, and I don’t think it’s just a coincidence. The patrols always say that they don’t see any cars passing into our zone, and if they care about their lives they wouldn’t lie about something so important. This leaves me with the only explanation—there is a hole in our security, and the sooner we find it, the better. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    It doesn’t take long to find one of our men near the border. I know the spots where they usually spend their watches—after all, I had to go through the same training to climb to a higher position in the family. These days, I focus my attention on more important tasks than spending hours at observation points and inspecting every unusual car crossing the border. 
 
    “At ease, boy.” I pat the young man on the shoulder and give him a chuckle, trying to remember his name. Adrian, maybe? I’ve seen the guy a few times before, but he’s still only a recruit, and I notice how he keeps his back straight, trying to look confident in my presence. 
 
    Does he want to impress me? I smirk and look away, shaking my head. New guys are always so easy to spot. 
 
    “Have you seen anything interesting today?” 
 
    “I saw your race with the Mexicans, sir.” Adrian turns to me, and I see a glint of awe in his wide eyes. “It was so cool!” 
 
    Cool, huh? I huff under my breath and glance at him. God, how old is he? Probably seventeen. That’s when they get old enough to run away from home, realize how harsh the world is, and come to our doorstep, begging us to accept them. If they pass Matteo’s screening, they take the lowest place in the clan and slowly make their way up, although they never get as high as the blood relatives of the Messina family. 
 
    Anyway, I’m allowing my thoughts to run too far from the conversation. 
 
    “Thanks, but did you see them crossing the border?” 
 
    Adrian straightens his shoulders and purses his lips. “No, sir. I would immediately report it if I saw something suspicious.” 
 
    “Alright, good.” That gives me nothing, though. “Have you seen anyone else today?” 
 
    He hums and frowns in deep thought. “Yes, I’ve seen a few Russians walking around, but they kept their distance. Ah, and Don Riccardo crossed the border a few hours ago, but he’s already returned.” 
 
    Riccardo has been out and about? I hum and look away, trying not to show my confusion. That’s interesting. He rarely leaves the safety of our territory unless it’s something important—being the head of our family makes him the most valuable target for everyone around. Could something have happened? 
 
    I shake my head. It’s none of my business, really. Whatever it is, I’m sure Riccardo will tell me later—for now, I have to focus on my own agenda. 
 
    “Okay. Good job. Let me know if you see anything weird.” I nod at Adrian and turn away when I hear him let out a hesitant noise. 
 
    “Uh, sir?” I turn around. Adrian frowns, clearly doubting his decision to speak up, and I quirk my eyebrow in a silent question. Whatever it is, he has to hurry up. “I don’t know if it’s important, but I saw a girl today.” 
 
    Oh, a girl? I huff under my breath. “Good for you.” 
 
    I’m not gonna give him relationship advice, but before I turn away, Adrian waves a hand and rushes to explain, “No, I mean—I’ve seen her a few times over the last couple of weeks. She never tries to cross the border, so I haven’t reported her, but…I don’t know, isn’t it weird that she shows up here?” 
 
    I frown and turn to face him properly. “What does she do?” 
 
    “Oh, not much. She just hangs around for a bit before walking or driving away.” He visibly deflates, probably cursing himself for speaking about it. “Maybe she’s just working somewhere near here, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then you would see her every day,” I say more to myself than to him and hum. This information may be important, actually. “Does she look Hispanic?” 
 
    Adrian clears his throat. “No, actually…I think she looks more like a Russian.” 
 
    Oh, for fuck’s sake. I can’t help but close my eyes for a second to take control of the wave of frustration in my veins. If those damn freaks are planning something against us— 
 
    But I breathe out my anger and look at Adrian with a habitually cool expression under which my mind is still boiling. “Thanks, Adrian. If you see her again, let me know.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    With that, I finally walk away, although I can barely focus on the Mexicans with Adrian’s words still ringing in my head. Another conflict with the Russian Bratva is the last damn thing we need right now. It’s been over a year since we signed the truce with our formal enemies. They can’t just break it out of nowhere, right? Not while we have Elena. 
 
    You see, the Russians had been our number one enemies for decades. The war between two of the most powerful families of Chicago was long, bloody, and merciless—until a common enemy forced us to switch attention. The Mexicans made their grand appearance on the scene of the Mafia world with the murder of Cassio Messina, Riccardo’s father and previous don of the Messina Clan. 
 
    When we found out that it was the Escarra family who was responsible for his death, Riccardo swore to take his revenge and kill every last one of the Mexicans. But it turned out to be harder than any of us had expected—mostly because the war with the Russian Bratva had been exhausting our resources for years. So, to kill two birds with one stone, Riccardo decided to form an alliance with the Russians. 
 
    Of course, that was easier said than done, and when Yuriy Pushkov, the head of the Bratva, demanded that we prove our intentions, Riccardo announced that he would marry Yuriy’s niece, Elena Pushkova. I didn’t think it was a good idea as I knew that the two of them had been rivals in high school—but it worked out quite well. 
 
    Yes, it took some time for Elena and Riccardo to find their way around each other. After all, Elena had spent eight years hiding from her family and raising Riccardo’s son in secret, so they had quite a few things to resolve. But now they are obnoxiously in love, and Elena is even carrying his second child. What a sweet story that leaves everyone happy, huh? 
 
    Only it isn’t. Because the Russians have been not been very good at keeping their promises. 
 
    They helped us once, okay, but it was because Elena and her son were in danger. The Bratva showed up in the middle of our fight with the Mexicans and saved the day—but that was the only time they were actually helpful. But ever since that day, the Russians have been quiet about their part of the deal. 
 
    The Bratva is supposed to help us deal with the Mexicans and avenge Cassio, but it looks like they don’t give a shit. Well, at least they don’t try to kill our men, steal our territories, and take over the crown of Chicago, so thanks for that. Although with this new piece of information from Adrian, I can’t be sure anymore. 
 
    After the Mexicans’ blatant betrayal, I wouldn’t be surprised to find a Russian knife in our back. But it’s too early to think about it. One recruit being weirded out by a girl’s behavior isn’t enough of a reason to switch our attention from the Mexicans. 
 
    I spend the next couple of hours driving from one observation point to the other, checking other guards and asking about the Mexican car. Everyone says they’ve seen nothing, and it starts to piss me off. It’s impossible for the goddamn car to appear out of nowhere, right? They had to have crossed the border somewhere! 
 
    The sun is already setting when I reach the southern part of our border with Bridgeview and slow down on the road near the stadium. It’s quiet, and the parking lot is empty save for a couple of cars, so I guess there’s no soccer practice today. I see the invisible border of Bridgeview where it meets Bedford Park, and that’s where the thought strikes me. 
 
    Bedford Park mostly consists of railroads and heavy industrial buildings that no one in the Mafia world is truly interested in. It’s considered a neutral territory and a good place for doing business. Plenty of deals have been stricken here, among the industrial rails, crumbling buildings, and never-ending hum of factories. 
 
    Wouldn’t it be a perfect place for crossing our borders away from unwanted eyes? Especially as we don’t have anyone to keep an eye on the ramp leading off Harlem Avenue—where it makes a loop and leads straight into our territory. 
 
    Bedford Park is considered a calm enough place that we don’t expect guests from there, and that’s exactly why the Mexicans would use it! God, how could I not see it earlier? 
 
    I feel a rush of adrenaline and excitement as I park a dozen feet away from the bridge. The hum and vibrations of the cars driving through Harlem Avenue fill my ears as soon as I get out, but I barely pay attention to the sounds. What’s important right now is to find out if my theory is correct—and my heart picks up its pace when I see evidence just a couple of minutes later. 
 
    Even in the growing twilight, I notice a couple of gravel paths wide enough for a car to weave along and over the rails, and one of them leads straight to the road. You wouldn’t see them on the map, and no one in my family cares enough to remember that they exist. It’s damn brilliant! 
 
    I’m sure it’s not gonna stop the Mexicans from sneaking into our territory any chance they have, but at least we’ll be ready to catch them here. All I need is to let Riccardo know, so I reach for my phone. 
 
    The bright screen blinds me in the darkness, but before I clear my vision I catch the sound of steps behind me—and the next moment I feel a cold touch of metal on my neck. Shit. Is that a gun? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    I press my gun to the back of Louis’s neck and breathe out through the black linen of my mask. My heart is pounding, my body is taut with adrenaline, and it feels like my mind is floating somewhere above me. God, is this really happening? 
 
    It’s been years since I swore to myself that I would kill Louis Messina, it’s been years—and finally, he’s in my hands. I lick my lips. Damn, what a powerful feeling. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I got it,” he says all of a sudden, speaking over the hum of cars on the bridge, and slowly raises his hands above his head. “I’m gonna behave, I promise.” 
 
    I can’t help but huff under my breath. He promises, huh? As if his words can be trusted. 
 
    “See? My hands are empty.” 
 
    Louis even wiggles his hands a little, but I press my gun deeper into his skin, forcing him to stop. I don’t like his little jests, they always make him look like a clown. Isn’t he gonna try to save himself? I would enjoy watching him beg for mercy much more than putting up with his stupid, ever-confident persona once again. 
 
    “Alright, you don’t like it, I see.” Louis clears his throat and moves his head to the side as if trying to catch a glimpse of me. “Well then, what do you like? Tell me what you want, and then—” 
 
    As soon as I see that he’s trying to turn around, I grab his wrist and twist it behind his back, making him yelp in pain and surprise. He obediently bends forward to save his arm from injury and make it easier for me to control him. This goddamn bastard thinks he can do whatever he wants, huh? 
 
    I purse my lips, keeping words of anger and mockery from slipping out, and kick Louis’s ankles, forcing him to drop to his knees. That way, my gun isn’t touching his skin, but I make sure to keep it close enough that Louis can feel my presence behind him. 
 
    “You could’ve just told me, you know? I don’t mind getting my pants dirty.” He tries to glance at me again, sounding like a displeased child, but I hit the back of his head with my gun. His pretty eyes don’t work on me anymore. “Goddamnit—Okay, you don’t want me to look at you, got it. What do you want, then? Can you talk?” 
 
    I can, but I don’t want to. Even with the mask muffling my voice, I’m worried that Louis may recognize it, and that’s the last thing I need right now. Although, I have him already, so why does it matter? 
 
    In fact, I kinda like the idea of looking into his eyes as I kill him. I want to see his surprise when I take off my mask. I want him to know that the girl he so easily broke nine years ago is strong enough to get back at him. 
 
    I don’t move for a few seconds, thinking about it, and Louis audibly sighs and tilts his head. “Well, have you made up your mind? I can’t spend the whole night here, it’s getting chilly.” 
 
    Oh, shut up, I want to snap back at him, but I bite my tongue at the last moment and only push his head with my gun. It’s not enough to hurt him, but I can hear Louis huff under his breath. He doesn’t like his position, I know it, and it fills my heart with a wicked kind of pleasure. I push him again, and Louis grumbles under his breath but remains in his place. 
 
    So he does know how to be a good boy, huh? I chuckle at the thought and, following the smoldering urge to see this bastard’s face, step forward. My gun is fixed on him, and when I come to a stop right in front of Louis, it’s aiming right at his forehead. Ah, what a satisfying sight. 
 
    Even in the blue shadows of dusk, I can see his face clearly, and something in my chest tightens when I realize just how little he has changed since the last time I saw him so close. Of course, his Italian features—olive skin, dark eyes, and sharp facial lines—haven’t changed at all. His square jaw is even more pronounced now that he doesn’t have the messy stubble of a twenty-year-old, and his frame has widened over the years. 
 
    Louis looks like a more mature and handsome copy of his young self, and as soon as I catch the pulse of heat in my chest, I clench my jaw. God, how many girls has he lured over the years? At least they only got away with broken hearts, not ruined lives and butchered families. 
 
    While I’m studying him, I see that Louis is eyeing me back, probably trying to calculate my next move. My face is covered with a mask, my hair is hidden under the hood of my jacket, and after nine years apart I doubt he can recognize my figure. He can see my eyes, though, and when our eyes meet, Louis’s gaze lingers and he frowns. 
 
    Shit. I bite my lip, barely stopping myself from looking away. He may remember me, but…I’m not the only person with green eyes in Chicago, okay? 
 
    “So,” Louis drawls, and I tense up from inside, expecting him to call my name. “Are you ready to talk now? I mean, it’s not like you just want to kill me. You had a pretty good chance at doing that even before I noticed you, so I guess you want something from me. What is it? Let me guess…” 
 
    Louis keeps blabbering, but I take my mind off this background noise and focus on the gun in my hand. He’s right—I could’ve killed him right away, but I didn’t even think about it. I didn’t want it to be over so quickly, I wanted to savor the moment I’d been waiting to experience for so long. 
 
    Louis Messina is completely in my power. Isn’t that worth taking a moment to enjoy? 
 
    But he’s right—it’s time to get it over and done with. I grip my gun tighter, take a deep breath—trying to calm my frantic heartbeat—and focus on Louis. I want to see his eyes widen in shock and the blood pour down his face. I want to give him a taste of my pain. I want to hurt him, I want to kill him, I want to, I— 
 
    Something in my chest suddenly shrinks, tightening into a ball of pain and grief, and I struggle to breathe. I have to do it, I have to, I’ll never get another chance! But my fingers start to shake. I’ve killed dozens of people in my life, but when I look down at the man I’ve been chasing for years, my throat tightens. 
 
    God, Sasha, get yourself together. Just fucking do it! 
 
    But a sudden flash of car lights on the road blinds me—and the next moment, Louis barrels into my stomach and tries to knock me over. Son of a bitch! I instinctively open fire, but he catches my wrist and directs my gun at the bushes on the other side of the road. The sound of a firefight seems to scare the driver who chose the worst time to take this route, and he frantically drives away. 
 
    Even with the dots of light still dancing in my vision, I blindly kick Louis in his chest, and he groans through gritted teeth and grips my wrist tighter, fighting for the gun. Shit. He’s stronger than me, and if I don’t do something, it won’t be long till he forces me onto the ground. I open fire again, hoping to throw him off, but after two bullets it goes quiet. 
 
    Goddamnit. I didn’t care to check the magazine before going after Louis, so it must be empty. Shit. Shit! I immediately let go of the gun and, using Louis’s momentary confusion, I kick him between his legs and push him away. If I can’t finish my task, I have to keep my identity secret, so I take off in the direction of my car. 
 
    My heart is pounding in my ears, my body is brimming with adrenaline, and I ignore the growing pain in my abdomen. Damn, Louis didn’t hold back when he jumped at me. I reach the bridge in what feels like moments when, all of a sudden, something heavy hits my shoulder. What the hell? 
 
    I don’t stop to figure it out, but the next hit comes right in the middle of my back, and shit, it hurts! The impact makes me stumble in my run, and only when I drop down with my hands holding me against the ground do I realize what happened. That goddamn bastard threw gravel at me! 
 
    I grit my teeth and push myself up, making another attempt at darting forward—but of course, it’s too late. Without even coming to a stop, Louis grips the back of my neck and, using the momentum, pushes me to the bridge pillar, taking control of my elbow. 
 
    “Now, we can talk.” His voice is hoarse and full of anger, and I swallow and try to get my hand out of his grip. Damn it. So much for savoring the moment. 
 
    Louis pushes me against the pillar with my hands behind my back and my cheek pressed against the cold, vibrating surface. It’s completely dark here under the bridge, and only the stream of car lights running on the edges of its shadow illuminates it. I stare at it blankly while my mind spins in frantic circles. Shit, shit, shit. What am I supposed to do now? 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want from me?” Louis raises his voice over the hum, squeezing my neck hard enough to bruise, but I keep my mouth shut. I can’t tell him, not now. “Alright, well, if you want to play mute…” 
 
    He doesn’t finish and yanks the hood off my head, revealing the heap of freshly dyed red hair. I’m not stupid enough to spy on him with my natural blonde hair, okay? Anyone in the Mafia world would recognize me from afar, and that’s the last thing I need. 
 
    But Louis doesn’t stop there. He reaches for my mask, and this time I shake my head and try to weave out of his grip with more effort. No, I can’t let him see my face! I hum in protest, still keeping my lips sealed, but Louis catches my chin and forces me to turn my head to the side before pulling the mask down. 
 
    Well, shit… but maybe it’s for the best. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    His eyes widen as soon as our eyes meet—and it’s the perfect time to catch him off guard. I gather all my strength and kick his knee. This time Louis doesn’t escape it, and while he groans and doubles over in pain, I use my whole body to shove him away from me and bolt into the darkness. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s good or bad, but Louis doesn’t even try to follow me this time. 
 
    My body is at its limit by the time I reach my car hidden in the shadow of the bushes, and I slump into the driver’s seat to catch my breath. But as a member of a Mafia family, I’m used to worse, so it takes me just a few seconds to come back to my senses before I drive out of my hiding place and away from the failure of my assault. 
 
    God, I can’t believe I messed up so badly! I’d been planning it for weeks, and what now? Now, I have to figure out how to keep it a secret from everyone else. 
 
    I curse under my breath and hit the steering wheel in a rush of frustration, accidentally honking and making the car in front of me change lanes to let me pass. Well, thanks for that. I check the rearview mirror once again, but Louis’s car is nowhere to be seen, so I pick up speed and take the road that leads me home—directly into the heart of the Bratva’s territory. 
 
    I pass the border without trouble, even waving a hand at one of our patrols. Damn it. I hope they aren’t gonna mention me in their reports. The last thing I need is for Uncle Yuriy or, worse even, Father to get suspicious. Neither of them is particularly forgiving when it comes to breaking the rules. 
 
    When I linger in front of the gates to Father’s mansion, I see the windows of his cabinet lit up from the inside. Ah, come on. It’s Saturday, he’s supposed to be dining at his favorite Polish restaurant! Why the hell is he here? 
 
    I clench my jaw and walk to the front door. At this point, there’s nothing I can do except be quiet and hope that Father hasn't noticed my absence. 
 
    “Alexandra.” 
 
    Shit. I freeze at the base of the stairs as soon as I hear his voice from the living room. I’m almost thirty years old, but I feel like a teenager sneaking into her room after a party. Only I’m not gonna get a long lecture about the importance of obedience. My father’s methods have always been more straightforward. 
 
    I obediently turn around and see him at the doorstep of the living room, pulling on his cigarette and looking at me with a cold squint. He’s wearing a loose shirt and home pants that make him look even bigger than he already is, so I guess he decided to skip the restaurant today. 
 
    Does that mean he knows that I’ve been away for hours? I swallow and hide my nerves under the mask of obedience, crossing my hand behind my back. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    I glance at him, and my body tenses up instinctively, my heart picks up its pace. But it’s better to play a good girl now, so I walk to Father—and he slaps me as soon as I get close enough. The impact makes my head snap to the side, but I bite back the noise of pain, grip my hands tighter, and turn back to him. 
 
    “What have you done with your hair?” Father grabs a handful of it and tugs it to the side, making me grit my teeth to stop myself from hissing. “You look like a whore now.” 
 
    “It’s to hide from the Mexicans,” I lie without a blink of an eye, keeping my gaze down. “I was spying on them, but I didn’t want them to recognize me. It will go back to blonde soon, I—” 
 
    He tightens his grip, and I swallow the rest of the sentence with a hiss. “Have you got permission to do this?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    This time, I expect him to tug at my hair again, so I keep my lips sealed and my expression—indifferent. I know how to handle Father’s temper, so I remain quiet and obedient, and eventually, he lets go of my hair only to grab my chin instead. The stink of cigarette smoke fills my nose, and I barely keep myself from wincing in disgust. 
 
    Father forces me to look up at him, and I feel a wave of hatred as I meet the look of his pig eyes. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Alexandra, or you’ll have to pay for your disobedience. Do you understand?” 
 
    As if your damn word means anything to me. 
 
    But I know better than to speak against Father, so I hold his gaze with a neutral expression and nod. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    It seems to be good enough, and Father smirks with satisfaction and pats my cheek before blowing a cloud of smoke into my face. “You know how to be a good daughter, Sasha.” 
 
    I hold my breath while he turns around and walks back into the living room, probably to watch one of those stupid Russian TV shows he’s obsessed with. A damn boar. I watch him for a moment, clenching my fists despite myself. God, I can’t wait to find him dead from a heart attack someday—and with his lifestyle, I don’t think I have to wait a long time. 
 
    Sometimes, I even feel ready to kill him myself—but I never find enough guts in me to take it seriously. Perhaps I pity him, even though he can hardly be called a human. But I also know that if something happens to him, I won’t be the only one to bear the consequences, and that’s the only reason I let him treat me like this. 
 
    “Hey, teddy bear.” I quietly knock on the door of Misha’s room, listening to the silence behind it. “It’s Mom.” 
 
    As soon as I say it, I hear hurried steps and the click of the lock before the door swings open—and I find myself in the tightest embrace of my son. “You’re back! Where have you…” 
 
    Misha’s voice trails off as soon as he looks up at me, and I see his gray eyes darken as his gaze darts over my face. The corner of his lips turns down, and I feel bad for going to him instead of checking how I look first. I don’t like making him worried. My boy has been through too much to give him another rush of anxiety without a reason. 
 
    “Have you seen Grandpa?” Misha asks quietly, taking a hold of my hand, and I smile and lay a hand on his cheek, trying to look cheerful. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it doesn’t hurt at all.” I squeeze his little hand in mine and glance at his room. “Do you want to show me your homework?” 
 
    Misha nods and tugs me inside, but I see a frown on his face that makes my heart heavy. Of course he doesn’t believe me. He knows better than anyone that Grandpa’s slaps always hurt. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 - Louis 
 
      
 
    “I drove all the way to Bridgeview, and guess what I found? Remember that ramp that leads off Harlem Avenue and goes straight into our territory?” I look from Paolo to Riccardo, drumming my fingers against his desk, and he frowns and slowly nods. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a gravel path between the bushes on Bedford Park’s side.” I lean forward in my armchair, drawing lines on the polished surface of the desk. “And it leads onto the road, under the bridge, and—voila.” 
 
    I draw the line through the imaginary border of our territory and look up at my cousins with a grin. I’m kinda proud of myself for this one, not gonna lie. Who else would’ve figured it out? 
 
    “Wait, I don’t understand.” Paolo steps closer and points at the faint traces of my fingers. “What’s there?” 
 
    “There is open access to our territory,” Riccardo says, rubbing his chin and studying my drawing with a thoughtful frown. “But are you sure that the Mexicans use it to get past our guards?” 
 
    I shrug and lean back into the chair. “No, I’m not, but it wouldn’t harm us to be extra cautious, right?” 
 
    Riccardo hums, and I can see the usual look of contemplation on his face. It may take him a moment to make the decision, so I breathe out and look around. Riccardo’s office rarely changes, so there’s nothing much to look at except for the photo of Riccardo and Elena from their honeymoon last year. 
 
    Who would’ve thought someone could make him look so happy? I chuckle to myself and look away. 
 
    The constant buzz of low voices and moving packages reaches us from the first floor of the warehouse. This old place used to be a storage facility for the local farm machinery company, but the owners gambled this place to Cassio Messina over twenty years ago. The warehouse has been our main base ever since, providing just enough space and cover for the weapons and drugs to be sent and received from all over the world. 
 
    Riccardo’s office—the one that he took after his father—is on the second floor with two windows to overlook the workers down below. If someone was spying on us, would it be possible to see them from there? Could Alex find her way all the way here? 
 
    “Alright, Paolo?” 
 
    Riccardo’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I blink and clear my throat, turning back to him. Focus, Louis, don’t be an idiot. Thankfully, Riccardo is focused on Paolo, so he doesn't see my momentary confusion. 
 
    “Organize an additional patrol to keep an eye on the area around the Midway airport and the northern border of Burbank for the next week.” Riccardo opens the map of our territories on his tablet and, as soon as Paolo steps closer, points at the area. “If Louis is right, we’ll see people trying to sneak into Burbank by the end of the week. You said you saw the Russians there as well, didn’t you?” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    It takes me a moment to realize that Riccardo is talking to me, and I turn to them with an awkward frown of confusion while my mind is frantically trying to dig through my memories. “Did I?” 
 
    He raises his eyebrows. Shit. I guess I don’t sound very convincing. 
 
    “Yes,” Riccardo says with a steady and indifferent expression which means that he’s keeping his actual thoughts to himself. “Matteo said you came across a spy there.” 
 
    Well, damn it. Now I remember that I did tell Matteo about it—without going into unnecessary details, of course—and it makes me feel so stupid. Of course Riccardo noticed that I overreacted. What if he figures out that I’m keeping something from him? 
 
    But I push down the anxious feeling of being caught red-handed and give him a wide smile. “Ah, damn, I didn’t think Matteo would mention it. It’s not a big deal, though. I mean, yes, I saw a Russian there, but it didn’t look like she was trying to get into our territory.” 
 
    “What was she doing there, then?” Paolo asks with a serious frown, and I see that he’s not really suspicious of my story—unlike Riccardo who still refuses to show any emotions. Damn it. That’s not good. 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe looking for a way through Bedford Park.” I shrug, doing my best to look nonchalant. “I didn’t stop to have a chat, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t be surprised.” Paolo huffs and turns back to the map, nudging Riccardo out of his thoughts. “Anyway, do you need anything else? I’m gonna call Matteo on the way home.” 
 
    “Are you leaving already?” I raise my eyebrows, not hiding my surprise. It’s barely past noon. Paolo may be Riccardo’s little brother, but isn’t it a little too early to get off his duties? 
 
    But Paolo’s face immediately falls into a look of concern, and even before he opens his mouth I know it’s about his daughter. “Luna’s been losing weight recently, so Jacinta wants to check with our doctor to make sure that it’s normal. I mean, it can’t be anything serious, right? She’s just more active than before, so it should be okay.” 
 
    Paolo looks at Riccardo and me as if any of us could give him the answer. But while Riccardo is at least waiting for his first (official) baby, I don’t have any experience with family matters. Luna was the first baby I’d ever held, and the only time I had a chance to be a father…well, I blew it like a moron. 
 
    Our silence must be enough of an answer for Paolo because he clears his throat and straightens up. “Well, anyway, we have an appointment in two hours, and I promised to help Jacinta with feeding. Louis, you can come with me if you want.” 
 
    “Oh, I’d be glad to.” And I really would—I adore baby Luna, and I’m proud to call myself her favorite uncle, no matter what Riccardo says. “But I already have plans.” 
 
    “Okay.” He shrugs and pushes himself away from Riccardo’s desk, looking between us. “See you later then.” 
 
    Paolo pats my shoulder on the way to the door, and I instinctively get up to follow him. The conversation is over anyway, and I’m not sure I want to stay under Riccardo’s scrutinizing gaze. It won’t be long till he figures out that I’m hiding something, but I don’t want it to happen so soon. 
 
    I hate lying to my best friend, but Alex showing up out of nowhere…no, I can’t get him involved. I have to deal with her myself. 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s time for me to take off as well.” I wave a hand at Riccardo and turn around to the door when I hear the movement of his armchair behind me. I don’t turn around, but I stop, knowing all too well that it’s his way of telling me to stay. 
 
    “Where are you going? I didn’t know you had any tasks for today.” 
 
    It’s almost funny how Riccardo makes his voice sound so casual. Because I know him too well to think that he’s asking me out of pure curiosity. He’s not the kind of a man to speak any word without a reason behind it, and now his reason is pretty clear. 
 
    “It’s personal,” I say, staring at the door. I don’t want to pretend like I don’t have any secrets—because I know that he knows me too well. 
 
    Riccardo says nothing for a moment, but I patiently wait. I don’t have to look at him to know that he has something on his mind, and if I tried to run away now it would make him all the more suspicious. 
 
    “Does it have something to do with the Russian girl you saw yesterday?” 
 
    Shit. I purse my lips, not knowing what to say. I can’t tell him the truth, but I can’t lie so openly, so I just stay quiet—and it seems to be enough of an answer. Riccardo sighs, and I can finally hear genuine concern in his voice. 
 
    “Louis, don’t make me doubt you. Are you going to tell me what happened there?” 
 
    I take a deep breath and look at him over my shoulder. Riccardo’s gaze is heavy and set on me, and I meet it as soon as I turn around. I know he’s not gonna blame me for being reckless and allowing Alex to leave. I know his concern is genuine—but it’s not enough to change my mind. 
 
    “No. Not yet.” I give him a joyless smile and slightly bump my fist against the door frame. “I have to talk to Elena first.” 
 
    Before Riccardo says anything else, I open the door and go down the stairs to the open gates of the garage. It’s a cold and sunny November day, overwhelming with its bright colors, and I linger at the entrance to take a deep breath. From the corner of my eyes, I see Paolo’s car drive out of the parking lot, and it brings me back to our conversation. 
 
    Is Riccardo mad at me? He probably is. He doesn’t like disobedience, and for a man in his position that’s not surprising. Will he be able to understand me, though? I take a deep breath and walk to my car. I can’t be sure, and that’s exactly why I can’t tell him everything right now. 
 
    One thing I’m worried about is that if I tell everyone about my encounter with Alex, they’ll take it as a threat from the Russians, and it’ll spread to the rest of my family. But, even though she didn’t say a word, I’m sure that she wasn’t acting on behalf of the Bratva. If they wanted me, they’d send someone else. 
 
    No, Alex was looking for revenge—and that’s the second reason for my silence. If I told Riccardo and Paolo that my ex-girlfriend showed up on our doorstep and attempted to shoot me in the head, they’d get aggravated. They’d tell me to stay away from her and let them handle it, and I can’t blame them. The way Alex and I broke up wasn’t particularly satisfying for either of us. 
 
    I get into my car and pause for a moment, trying to focus on what I have to do next. My thoughts are all over the place, and inevitably they all lead to Alex. Or, not Alex? God, it was so dark under the bridge, I could’ve easily mistaken her for someone else. But her eyes, oh, her eyes I would never forget even in nine years. 
 
    Yeah, can you imagine? It’s been nine years since the last time I saw her—which is fair, considering how we parted ways. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 
 
    I was twenty-two, I think, or around twenty-three, when I first met Alex. She used to be a bartender in one of our clubs, and oh man, I went head over heels for her the moment I saw her—and I’m sure I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    Alex was a short and smiley girl, always full of sarcasm and vigor. She had soft blonde hair that barely reached her shoulders, a thin waist, fine features, and the most beautiful green eyes. In truth, she had the appearance of an angel and the character of a devil, and it took me exactly two weeks to get a kiss from her. 
 
    She wasn’t my first girlfriend, but she definitely was the first and only girl to steal my heart. Dad, who was still alive at the time, used to scold me for being such a lovestruck fool, but I couldn’t help it. Alex was everything I’d ever dreamed of, and in the Mafia world, that’s a big deal. You don’t get to meet new dates too often, you know? 
 
    Alex and I dated for a few weeks, and I could see that her feelings toward me were growing stronger every day. I was in seventh heaven! What else would a guy need? 
 
    But, well, nothing can be perfect, right? 
 
    One night, just after we finished exhausting each other to the second orgasm, Alex weaved herself out of my arms, sat up, and said that there was something she needed to tell me. Anyone in my place would tense up, right? Well, not me. I trusted her blindly, so I only sat next to her and asked if something had happened. 
 
    And then, Alex finally opened up to me and said that she had an eight-month-old baby at home. That was all she meant, really—but what I heard was that she wanted me to become its father. Dumb, I know, but what can you expect from a twenty-year-old? 
 
    It was the first time I had even thought about a baby in that context—and it freaked the hell out of me. I didn’t tell her right away, of course, and I tried to be as subtle about my surprise as possible. But by the morning I was too shaken to think straight, so I left her room with a goal to never come back—and in a way, I reached it. 
 
    After that night, I stopped showing up at the club where Alex worked and, the smart girl that she was, she stopped calling me a few days later. Was I happy about it? Oh, I was miserable. No matter how hard I tried to forget about Alex and pretend like I didn’t care, my thoughts kept returning to her. Even broken, my heart was still hers. 
 
    It lasted for a week or so, and when I was almost ready to go back to her and try to fix everything between us, Paolo caught her with two Russians in neutral territory. Alex turned out to be a Russian spy who we had allowed to settle in the heart of our territories. Was I the reason why others didn’t check her so thoroughly? Maybe. Dad was very mad about it, for sure. 
 
    But my family quickly forgot about it in the clashes that followed. The timing of Paolo’s revelation aligned with a few dirty tricks from both sides that led to a strong rise in tension between the Messina Clan and the Russian Bratva. It didn’t last long—neither of the families had enough resources to keep it up for longer than a couple of weeks—but it ended with serious losses on both sides. 
 
    Was it a bad breakup? Yes. 
 
    Could it be a good enough reason for Alex to try to kill me nine years later? Maybe. 
 
    You never know what women have on their minds—but in this particular case, it’s a matter of life and death. Literally. So instead of waiting for the next time Alex catches me off guard, I want to find her first and resolve things without having a gun against my head. And the only way to find her without entering the Russian territories is to talk to the only member of the Pushkov family I know. 
 
    By the time I get to Riccardo’s mansion, clouds have started to take over the sky, and as soon as I get out of the car I have to zip up my jacket. The wind is rather chilly, but the sun’s rays are still making their way to the ground, dancing on the walls of the castle-like mansion of the don of the Messina Clan. 
 
    The gardens stand still and sleepy, and the swimming pool is quiet, so I wave at Marco guarding the entrance and go inside. One of the servants rushes to take my jacket, but I only chuckle and jokingly tell them to mind their own business, taking my jacket with me. I don’t really like the posh interior of Riccardo’s mansion, but it’s something his status demands of him. 
 
    The living room greets me with the sound of cracking fire from the artificial fireplace, and I catch Elena’s silhouette in the armchair next to it. She looks almost sleepy with her blonde hair loose and her hand on her round belly. But as soon as I step closer, her blue eyes dart to me and her features immediately sharpen up, her expression shifting into surprise and caution. 
 
    Just like Riccardo, Elena doesn’t like being caught off guard. 
 
    “Louis, hi.” She gives me a small smile and sits up properly, fixing her loose blouse. “Riccardo isn’t here.” 
 
    “I know. I didn’t come to see him.” 
 
    I walk over to Elena and take a seat in the armchair next to her while she follows my movements with raised eyebrows. It’s hard to read her expression—she’s as good at hiding her thoughts as the rest of her family—but I assume Elena is curious, judging by the way she tilts her head. She says nothing though, and I take it as a cue to continue. 
 
    “I wanted to ask you about your family.” 
 
    Elena immediately quirks an eyebrow, and the look in her eyes gets colder. I know, no one in the Mafia world likes to reveal secrets of their own, but I hope she’ll understand where I’m coming from. Still, I can’t help the uncomfortable feeling crawling up my back under the intense gaze of her icy eyes, and I fidget and clear my throat before continuing. 
 
    “The other day, I met one of them in neutral territory…well, met is probably a bad word. I was ambushed by one of them, and I’m sure they intended to kill me.” 
 
    “But that’s impossible,” Elena interrupts me with a disbelieving frown. “Yuriy and Riccardo have a deal, Uncle wouldn’t break it for nothing.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s why I came to you first.” I take a deep breath and lean on my knees, staring down at the floor and looking for words. “I don’t think this, um, attack was planned by your family. I think it was very personal, and…well, as much as I didn’t like it, I don’t want to get this person into trouble with Yuriy. I want to resolve it without everyone else involved, you know?” 
 
    I look up at Elena, unconsciously entwining my fingers in a lock. I didn’t even realize how nerve-racking it would be to ask for something from this woman. Elena has already proven herself to be smart and trustworthy, but even after knowing her for almost two years now, I still don’t know how to read her—and that’s what puts me on edge. 
 
    What is she thinking about? I look into her eyes, but I see only what she wants me to see. The Russians are too good at this, and I know it’s from firsthand experience. How else do you think Alex managed to get so close to me without revealing her identity? The thought is bitter, and I look away to the floor. God, I was such an idiot… 
 
    “Alright. It’s not a bad idea, Louis, but why do you think the attack was personal? And why do you think you can resolve it?” 
 
    “Because I know who did it. And I think I know why.” 
 
    Does this mean I can deal with Alex peacefully? Oh, I can’t be sure, but the alternative is even worse. Because if Alex really wants to kill me, the only other way to stop her is for me to kill her. And that’s not something that I’m ready to do. Besides, I have an idea in mind, and if I get her to hear me out, both of us will only win in the end. 
 
    Elena hums and fidgets in her armchair, getting herself comfortable. “Then go ahead. Tell me what you want from me.” 
 
    Is that it? Is she gonna tell me about Alex? I glance at Elena with my throat suddenly dry. I’ve never actually done any research on Alex, too determined to leave her in the past, so I have no idea who she really is. And I don’t really want to break that image of the girl of my dreams that I, for some reason, am still clinging to. 
 
    But well, it’s time to grow up, huh? 
 
    “Do you know Alex?” I sit up straight to look at Elena better, and when I catch a glimpse of confusion in her eyes, I feel a rush of nervousness and add, “She must be a few years younger than you. Five feet tall, blonde, green eyes. Oh, she has a birthmark on her shoulder, about that big, and—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I got it.” Elena chuckles, looking at me with a glint of teasing before the look in her eyes darkens with a sigh. “Yes, I know her. Has she introduced herself as Alex?” 
 
    I nod, feeling a weight on my heart. She couldn’t have lied to me about her name as well, could she? 
 
    “Well, her full name is Alexandra, so I guess it is fair—but we all call her Sasha. She’s my second cousin from Yuriy’s side. Her mom, Valentina, was Olga Pushkova’s sister—you know Olga, right? Yuriy’s wife.” Elena waves a hand in the air, and I frown trying to catch the meaning through the stream of Russian names. “Well, that’s pretty much all I know about her.” 
 
    Oh, come on. 
 
    “All?” 
 
    Elena shrugs. “Yes, we’ve never been close. I ran away when Sasha was what, eighteen? I don’t even know. Her father has always been kind of a dick, so I stayed away from them even when I was there.” 
 
    I frown. I didn’t know that Alex had problems at home. She never talked about her family, which isn’t surprising considering she was a spy, but still… 
 
    “What do you mean? Aren’t all Russians freaks?” 
 
    Elena purses her lips and gives me a glare. “No. It may be hard to believe, but not everyone in my family is an asshole—at least, not as much as Nikolai. He’s almost as cruel as Yuriy, and he’s obsessed with his position in the family, so he’s loyal to Yuriy like a dog. God, I don’t even want to think how many people the two of them have tortured and murdered without a reason.” 
 
    And that’s the person Alex grew up with? I swallow, tightening my grip on the armrests. There’s nothing I can do about it, and I shouldn’t even care, but…damn, why does it make me so pissed? 
 
    “Actually, you know what…” Elena hums and tilts her head with a thoughtful frown. “I think I’ve heard something about them from my sister. She mentioned that one of yours killed Valentina a few years ago, and Sasha has been living with her father since then. I’m not sure if it’s true though, I’d have to check.” 
 
    What? I turn to Elena with a sudden wave of anger in my veins. “Why would she still live with him? It makes no sense, she’s almost thirty!” 
 
    As if my words upset her, Elena lets out a deep sigh and looks away, shaking her head. “My family has very…traditional views. Girls have to stay with their parents until they find a good husband for their daughter—and by good, I mean someone who fits their interests, not the girl’s.” 
 
    Oh. I blink, trying to process it. Attitudes like this still exist? 
 
    “It sounds…medieval.” 
 
    Elena shrugs and chuckles, but it sounds bitter. “Yeah, well, that’s how Yuriy keeps the family ‘clean and Russian.’” 
 
    She does the quotation marks in the air, and something tells me that she’s been told this plenty of times in her childhood. I mean, I’ve heard that the Pushkov family has weird traditions, but I didn’t think they went that far. Although, perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised. Marriage of convenience is a common thing in the Mafia world, but for some reason, when it comes to Sasha, I feel agitated at the thought of her being kept with her father like a prisoner. 
 
    But, wait— 
 
    “What about her child?” I turn to Elena and see a look of confusion in her eyes. “When we were dating, Alex—I mean, Sasha said that she had a baby. Where is it now?” 
 
    Elena just looks at me for a moment with a frown. “I’ve never heard anything about it. Are you sure that’s what she—Wait, you were dating?” 
 
    Ah, shit. I guess Elena wasn’t around when that happened. I rub the back of my head with an awkward chuckle, thinking how to explain it when a sudden yelp interrupts me. 
 
    “Mom! Mommy, I’m done! Can you check it? I’m sure I—Oh, Louis!” Max stops for a moment at the base of the stairs before lunging toward me with an excited grin. “Do you wanna play? I’m so much better at Mario Kart now, I’m gonna beat you! Mom, hurry up!” 
 
    “Why don’t you calm down, young man?” Elena quirks an eyebrow at Max, and he obediently casts his gaze down and purses his lips. 
 
    Max always brings a bit more chaos into the room, but that’s what I adore about him. Even now, despite trying to act polite, he keeps bouncing in excitement while Elena takes a stack of notebooks from his hand. I guess it’s a good hint that it’s time to close the conversation, but there’s one last thing I want to ask of her. 
 
    “Elena.” I look at her, and she hums before tearing her gaze away from Max’s crooked handwriting. “Can I ask you for a favor?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    I drive my car off the street and pick up speed, keeping my eyes on the silver car a hundred feet away from me. These goddamn rats are good at sneaking away. 
 
    “Sasha, do you see them?” I hear George’s voice from the speakers and nod before it occurs to me that he can’t see me. 
 
    “Yes, they’re in front of me,” I report automatically and glance to the side before gripping the steering wheel tighter. “I’m driving past Costco. The bastards want to get to I-94.” 
 
    The freeway will give the Mexicans a chance to slip out of our grip, and I don't know why but the thought pisses me off. I'm tired of the Escarra family and their relentless attempts at stealing our resources and claiming our territories. They behave like actual rats, showing up in groups, sneaking right under our noses, and showing their tiny claws as soon as we smoke them out of their hideouts. 
 
    I want to get back at them and force them to surrender, so I focus on the road in front of me and honk at the car trying to make a turn at the intersection. Get the hell out of my way! I guess the driver gets the hint when I shoot right in front of his windshield at eighty miles per hour. But I’m still in the Bratva’s territory, and there’s nothing that can stop me. 
 
    “Okay, Sasha?” George checks on me after a few seconds of radio silence, and I hum. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Boris is following you.” 
 
    I glance at the rearview mirror and see his red car making its way through the intersection. Who drives a red car during a chase? I barely keep myself from rolling my eyes and turn my focus back to the Mexicans. God, what an arrogant dude. 
 
    “Make sure the Mexicans are out of our borders and turn back. We—” 
 
    “Turn back?” I can’t help but exclaim in annoyance. What is he talking about? I wanted to stomp those rats into the ground! 
 
    But of course, what would George know about it? He’s probably spent the whole day in his huge apartment, checking the monitors, sending messages, and drinking gin. His actual name is Georgyi, and he’s my distant uncle or whatever, the Pushkov family is too big to keep track of everyone. All I know is that we are blood relatives and he knows nothing about the real meaning of being a Mafia member. 
 
    George’s main task is to keep track of each member’s location and coordinate our movements so that we don’t bump into each other. Don’t get me wrong, it’s very helpful to have someone out there who can give me directions and deliver my words to others. But sometimes, his orders just make no sense at all! 
 
    “George, we can get them, just give us more time.” 
 
    “No, your task is to clear the territory. Don’t get involved in anything outside our borders.” 
 
    His voice gains strict notes, and I purse my lips, trying to keep my protests at bay. An argument won’t get me anywhere, and I can’t disobey him without a good reason. No matter how annoying he can be, George still ranks higher than me, and if I step out of line Father will hear about it very soon. 
 
    “Got it,” I grumble, keeping my eyes on the Mexican car. It’s too far away now, and I know I can’t reach it before they escape through the freeway. Goddamnit! 
 
    It takes them just another minute to reach the ramp leading to I-94, and I exhale sharply and shake my head as I watch the Mexicans merge into traffic. It’s so tempting to follow them and force them to drive off the bridge just to remind Gerardo that they should stop playing their damn games with the Bratva. 
 
    The Escarra family has gotten too brave lately—it’s time to teach them a lesson! But I only clench my jaw harder and drive past the ramp, slowing down to make a turn back into our territory. Disobedience is considered one of the worst offenses in my family, and I don’t want to attract more attention now, when I’ve already messed up with Louis. 
 
    As soon as I turn around and make sure that the border is clear, I get back to my call with George. “They left. It’s all clear.” 
 
    “Good job.” He pauses for a moment, and when I’m already reaching for my phone to hang up, George suddenly adds, “You know we have to be careful with the Mexicans, right? We don’t have even a formal truce with them…” 
 
    Unlike the Italians, he doesn’t say, but I hear it all the same—and he’s right. The Messinas have been sneaky enough to get themselves a piece of cake from both sides. 
 
    “So if we go too far, they might as well declare war. And Yuriy Viktorovich doesn’t want that. At least, not now.” 
 
    Ah, of course, how could I forget about Yuriy Viktorovich? I shouldn’t even think about making him upset—or else. 
 
    “But haven’t they gone too far already?” I murmur, unable to stop the bitter feeling in my chest. But before George can say anything, I clear my throat and raise my voice over his. “You’re right, of course. My bad. Let’s forget about it. I’m going back to the store to check how much they’ve stolen, okay?” 
 
    It sounds like George wants to say something, but I’m already tired of this bullshit, so I hang up before he can say anything and focus on the road. 
 
    Of course, I know that he’s right. Our life is tough as it is, and being in an open conflict with another clan is nothing good—trust me, I know from firsthand experience. Ever since Elena married Riccardo Messina and our families agreed to stop this pointless brawl, things have gotten so much better. We stopped losing our men and resources, and it allowed us to grow even stronger. 
 
    Nobody wants another war, including me—but I can’t help the feeling that our self-restraint has made the Mexicans too confident. Like rats emboldened by the lack of resistance, they’ve been trying to get deeper and deeper into our territories. Isn’t it enough for us to do something about it? 
 
    I huff under my breath and shake my head. It looks like nobody really cares, especially the Italians. 
 
    Of course, the Mexicans are our problem, not theirs, especially since they struck a deal with the Escarra family. But what about our deal? What about the marriage between Riccardo and Elena that was supposed to become the symbol of the alliance of our families? When the Messinas needed us, we came to help them—but they’ve never returned the favor. 
 
    I come to a stop at the red light, staring ahead with annoyance and resentment bubbling in my chest. God, can you imagine the audacity? Instead of following their own promise and joining us to beat the Mexicans, those damn pigs turned around and shook hands with our enemies! Well, I shouldn’t be surprised really. The Messinas know nothing about honor, and— 
 
    A sudden honk interrupts my thoughts, and I blink. What, is it green already? But no, it’s still red, and a moment too late I realize that the honk came from my right side. When I turn my head, I see Boris grinning at me through the window. A moment later my phone starts ringing, and I only have enough time to answer before the light turns green. 
 
    “Hey, Sasha.” I hear his smooth voice through the speakers and grimace, trying to get rid of him in the traffic. “I like your new color.” 
 
    My color? I frown, and it takes me a moment to figure out that he’s talking about my hair. 
 
    “Well, thanks.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve always wondered if it’s true that redheads are beasts in—” 
 
    “Bye, Borya.” 
 
    I finish the call even before he finishes the sentence and let out a loud huff. I can’t believe he’s doing this again. We are literally relatives! Even if very-very distant. But it doesn’t matter, really. Even if he wasn’t my goddamn-what cousin, what girl would ever fall for…this? 
 
    I shake my head and glance in the rearview mirror. It looks like Boris got the hint because I see his car make a turn far behind me. Good for him. I breathe out in relief when my phone rings again, and I almost growl under my breath. 
 
    “What now?” I answer without even looking at the screen, and a secondary pause on the other side already tells me that it’s not Boris. 
 
    “Sasha, this is Irina. We’d like you to stop by The Red Bush as soon as you can, thanks.” 
 
    Irina hangs up even before I can say anything, and I curse under my breath. She couldn’t have chosen a better time to call me, could she? But without any further questions, I drive past the demolished store where we caught the Mexicans earlier and take the next turn to drive toward the bar. 
 
    No matter how discreet Irina was, I know that behind her politeness is hidden Yuriy’s impatience. Otherwise, why would they call me instead of sending a message through George? I drum my fingers against the steering wheel, trying to keep down the jittery feeling in my chest. Could it be that they found out about my fuckup with Louis? 
 
    The Red Bush is an old and modest bar in the middle of West Town—a neighborhood that’s been a home for Russians since our great-grandparents settled in Chicago over a century ago. Perhaps the bar itself is just as old—it definitely looks like it—but it has changed and expanded under the Pushkov family’s control. 
 
    These days, The Red Bush is one of our main locations for meeting dealers and shaking hands with buyers. It has an underground facility for packing and storing drugs, weapons, and whatever else Yuriy is hiding beneath our feet. Irina is the administrator and coordinator for all deals that take place there. On top of that, she’s my cousin and Yuriy’s favorite niece who firmly holds one of the highest positions in our family. 
 
    When I get to The Red Bush, I notice that the parking lot is rather crowded. Is that Elena’s car? I hum. If the Italian Queen is here, it means that there’s an important meeting inside, and I don’t think I want to be a part of it. The tip of the Pushkov family is swarming with people obsessed with power, and as a daughter of one of them, I despise them with all my heart. 
 
    Irina meets me at the entrance of the bar, looking flawless and completely out of place with her white blouse, tight skirt, and blonde hair tied in an elegant bun. She fixes her glasses, eyeing me with a strict look that doesn’t make her smile any warmer. 
 
    “Sasha, hi. It’s good to see you. Would you like to join the game?” She gestures at the thick purple curtains at the back of the bar. Behind them is a billiard room where Yuriy likes to play pool and discuss important matters in, as he calls it, a warm and friendly atmosphere. 
 
    I hate billiards, but that’s not what Irina is asking, so I give her a tight smile and nod. “Of course, it would be my pleasure.” 
 
    She guides me past the tables with a few actual visitors scattered between Yuriy’s guards. I recognize most of them, whether from the family tree or shared patrols, but each of them meets my gaze only for a second before looking away. Cordial greetings are not a common thing in my family. 
 
    “Ah, Sashenka, here you are! I was wondering if you’d make it in time.” 
 
    Unless they are as fake as this one. 
 
    As soon as I step into the room, faintly illuminated by the wide lamps above the billiard tables, Yuriy straightens up next to one of them and gives me a wide grin. He acts as if I’m actually glad to be here, but I’m not dumb enough to complain. I only smile back at him and nod, walking closer. 
 
    “I drove here as fast as I could, Uncle.” 
 
    “Good, good,” he murmurs, returning his attention to the pool cue in his hands, and I stop a few steps away from him and look around. The room has gone uncomfortably quiet since I entered. 
 
    My eyes catch Aunt Olga first. She stands on the other side of the pool table with her spine perfectly straight and her fingers on the wooden edge. Her sharp blue eyes are studying the playing field, and I guess she’s the second player in Yuriy’s game. As if feeling my lingering gaze, Olga raises her head and gives me a cool smile, and it feels more like a genuine greeting. 
 
    Next to Olga is Sergei, her son, who doesn’t even acknowledge my presence, and not far behind him, I notice a figure. It’s hard to recognize her face in the shadows, but as soon as she turns to meet my gaze, I realize that it's Elena. It’s been a while since I saw my wayward cousin, but she still has the same cold and arrogant look on her face. 
 
    God, when I found out that she married Riccardo Messina, I was so pissed! Even now, I can’t help but feel annoyed at the thought of Elena escaping our family with the man she loves while I’m stuck with— 
 
    “So, Sasha, how have you been lately?” Yuriy asks all of a sudden, not even looking at me. He aims his cue at a yellow ball and sends it into a pocket before turning to me. “Nikolai told me that you’ve been rather restless for the last few weeks—and I can see it now.” 
 
    Yuriy pointedly looks at my red hair and shakes his head in disapproval. Damn it. I swallow, trying to keep my head cool. What has Father told him? What does he know? 
 
    “I think Dad is exaggerating. I’ve only been trying to get more information on the Mexicans, so we could use it against them. And my hair…” I unconsciously reach for it, pushing a strand behind my ear. “I didn’t want to be so obvious, Uncle. Everyone knows how to recognize a Russian in the crowd.” 
 
    Yuriy hums, studying the playing field, and something in his stern expression sends a wave of chills down my back. He picks a purple ball as his goal and, after he misses it, Yuriy gestures for Sergei to take his turn and turns to me. 
 
    “So you’ve been spying on the Mexicans, is that what you are saying?” 
 
    “Yes, Uncle.” 
 
    “Well, did you learn something new?” He tilts his head, keeping his gaze on me, and I have to cling to my confidence to hold my chin high. “I’ll be glad to hear whatever information you have on them. I’m sure we’d be able to use it, wouldn't we, Olya?” 
 
    Yuriy glances at his wife, but she only looks at him, at me, and returns back to the game without a single word. It doesn’t seem to bother him, and Yuriy only chuckles and turns back to me with an expectant look in his eyes. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    My heart is pounding by now, and I frantically try to come up with something. The truth is, I’ve been gathering information on Louis for the last month or so, and I have no idea what to tell Yuriy. There’s sweat trickling down the small of my back as I gather my thoughts and force my voice to stay calm. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Uncle, but I haven’t found anything useful on them. I need more time.” 
 
    “I see.” Yuriy hums, looking unnaturally upset, and turns back to the table. “Is that why you decided to focus on the Italians instead?” 
 
    My heart sinks. Oh fuck. 
 
    “Because, correct me if I’m wrong, but I’ve received multiple reports about you sneaking into the Messinas’ territory, and I’m yet to hear your explanation.” 
 
    Thank god he isn’t looking at me because, at this moment, I can’t be sure that my expression is as calm as I want it to be. Goddamnit. I did all I could to avoid unwanted eyes and remain unseen in the Italians’ territory, but I guess I wasn’t careful enough to stay out of my own family’s sight. And what am I supposed to say now? Think, Sasha, hurry up! 
 
    “Ah, but you’re right, Uncle, I just—when I realized that it was too dangerous to provoke the Mexicans, I decided that it would be better to get something on the Italians instead.” 
 
    “You decided,” Yuriy repeats, and my whole body goes cold from the note of steel in his voice. “Since when are you allowed to make decisions?” 
 
    I only have enough time to blink and gasp for breath before Yuriy’s hand grips my throat and squeezes so tight that the pain echoes all the way to the tip of my head. I shut my eyes and gasp for breath, rising on tiptoes as he pushes me upward. I don’t dare pull his hand away, so I grit my teeth around the pain in my lungs and focus on Yuriy’s voice. 
 
    “Next time you decide to step out of line, Alexandra, remember that you won’t be the only one to get punished.” 
 
    Is he talking about Misha? Is he threatening my son? I feel a wave of heated rage in my veins, but I grit my teeth around the curses ready to slip out of my mouth. I’d happily tell Yuriy to go to hell, but I’m not in a position to risk my life. Literally. He could choke me to death here, in front of the other three, and no one would say a word. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle,” I finally whisper with the last remnants of my breath. And, after a moment, Yuriy releases me and pushes me away. I stumble over a decorative table with a plant and gasp for air, wincing from the sting in my chest. God, what an asshole. 
 
    “Besides, we don’t want our dearest partners to think that we’re planning something against them, right?” 
 
    And here he is, back to his disgustingly cheerful persona. I glare at Yuriy, unable to hide my resentment, but thankfully he isn’t looking at me. He’s focused on Elena with a big smile on his lips, and I feel like there’s something more hidden in his words, but I don’t get the privilege of knowing the meaning. 
 
    I finally catch my breath and stand upright, brushing myself off. Well, that wasn’t as bad as I expected. I guess Yuriy is in a good mood today. 
 
    “Your tricks could put Elena’s position in danger,” Yuriy continues after his turn in the game and looks at me with a scowl. “If it ever happens again, I will not hold back.” 
 
    In danger? She’s Riccardo Messina’s wife! But I keep my lips sealed and nod. “Yes, Uncle, I understand.” 
 
    I stay with them for another ten minutes just to make sure Yuriy doesn’t get suspicious again. It doesn’t take long for Olga to win the game, and I can’t help but smile a little more genuinely. Watching Yuriy lose is a special kind of pleasure. He hides his displeasure, of course, but he tells me to leave almost immediately after. Finally! 
 
    I take a deep breath of fresh air as soon as I step out of the bar, and I can’t help a small smile. God, how wonderful it is to be out and away from Yuriy and his court! I quickly glance around, making sure that nobody’s watching me, and run down the stairs. 
 
    Yeah, I’ll have to be extra careful from now on and keep an eye on Misha. I don’t like how easily these jerks throw his name around. They know I don’t care about their threats—no pain or torture can turn me into their blind puppet. But Misha is too young and completely in their power, and I hate it. God, when will I be able to get out of this damn family? 
 
    “Sasha, wait!” 
 
    Huh? Why does that voice sound so familiar? I frown, unlock my car, and turn around—only to see Elena walking toward me. Oh, she’s the last person I want to talk to right now. 
 
    Her high heels clack against the pavement before she stops in front of me, catching her breath, and I only now notice how round her belly is. Wait, is she pregnant? With a tight dress like this, it’s almost impossible to miss. I frown, looking at her belly for a moment too long, and Elena clears her throat and places her palm on it, making me look up at her face. 
 
    “I heard what Yuriy said.” She frowns, pretending to look worried. “Is it true that you have a child?” 
 
    What? As soon as I hear it, my whole body lights up as if set on fire. I keep Misha away from my family’s eyes for a reason. It’s enough that Father and Yuriy don’t let him live in peace. Now, she’s gonna tell the Italians, too? 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” I say as coldly as possible, trying to keep my emotions at bay, and turn around to my car when Elena catches my elbow. 
 
    “Wait, no, that’s not—Sasha, stop! I have a message from Louis.” 
 
    As soon as she says it, I freeze in my fervent attempt to get out of her grip. Why would Elena have a message from Louis? What does she know? 
 
    “What did you just say?” I turn back to Elena, and she huffs in relief and finally releases my arm to wipe her forehead. It looks like her pregnancy is taking a toll on her energy level, but I don’t really care. 
 
    “I said that I have a message from Louis. He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Louis wants to talk to me? I raise my eyebrows. Is this a joke? 
 
    “Do you know the old industrial station in Bedford Park? He’ll be waiting for you there tomorrow at nine. He has an offer, and he wants…” 
 
    I chuckle and wave my hands, making her stop. “Wait, are you serious right now?” 
 
    Elena shrugs. “Yes, Louis sounded quite serious.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” So it’s not a joke. I smile mockingly, unable to contain the bitter feeling in my chest. That asshole wants to talk now, huh? Well, it’s too late for that. “Then you can tell him to go to hell because only my gun will ever talk to him again.” 
 
    I turn away from Elena and clench my jaw, ignoring the ache growing in my heart. After everything, Louis wants to talk. Not apologize, not explain himself, not admit his own cruelty. No, he has an offer for me, how fucking nice. God, I can’t believe I used to be crazy about him. 
 
    But I bite back the lump in my throat and open the car door. None of it matters now. I have to pick up Misha from school, and then I have to figure out how to kill Louis without any witnesses. 
 
    “Sasha?” Elena calls me again, and even though I’m tempted to close the door right under her nose and drive away, I purse my lips and turn around. Her voice sounds too genuine to ignore. 
 
    She meets my gaze with a crease between her eyebrows and a puzzled look in her eyes. “Why do you hate him so much?” 
 
    Ah, what a question. I look away and chuckle quietly, my focus drifting through my memories. What would be the best way to explain it? 
 
    “Because Louis has made my life a living hell.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 - Louis 
 
      
 
    Luna lets out bubbly laughter, awkwardly waving her arms and trying to stretch her legs at the same time, and my heart grows with warmth. I can’t help a big smile when I look at her sparkly eyes, plump cheeks, and the cutest tiny nose that she scrunches sometimes just because she’s in the mood for it. 
 
    I swear to god, Luna is the loveliest tiny creature on this planet, even when she’s screaming and sobbing at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “What if I steal you, little princess?” I coo at her, rubbing her belly, and Luna focuses on me with the most serious look I’ve ever seen. “Do you wanna live with Uncle Louis? Do you?” 
 
    “Just don’t forget to change her diapers and give her eight ounces of breast milk every six hours.” Jacinta huffs, takes a seat on the floor next to me, and looks at me with an amused smile. “Oh, also, make sure she takes a nap in the afternoon, but not too late or you won’t be able to put her to sleep. Also, I’ll give you an ointment for her neck, she gets—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I got it.” I sigh dramatically and turn to Luna. “I guess not today. Let’s wait till you get on your feet, alright?” 
 
    She looks back at me with a serious frown and three fingers in her mouth. Precious. Jacinta and I simultaneously chuckle, and Jacinta picks her daughter up to press a kiss on her cheek. Luna doesn’t look impressed. A butterfly-shaped hairpin in Jacinta’s dark wavy hair seems to be much more interesting to her. 
 
    “So what do you think you’ll do now?” Jacinta settles Luna in her lap and looks at me, continuing our conversation from before she went to grab a snack in the kitchen. “It doesn’t look like you want to just talk to that girl.” 
 
    Am I so obvious? I chuckle and rub my neck, suddenly feeling awkward to admit it. I know that my plan isn’t perfect, and I actually haven’t talked to Riccardo about it, but…well, it won’t do us any harm, right? 
 
    “I want to offer Sasha an alliance.” 
 
    Jacinta’s eyebrows immediately go up, and she just stares at me for a moment with a baffled expression. “Do you mean you want to marry her?” 
 
    Uh, I don’t like how that sounds, but I guess it’s one way to say it. So I nod, and Jacinta finally blinks out of her surprise and looks away, shaking her head. 
 
    You know, she’s a really nice and smart girl, especially for a nineteen-year-old, so her opinion is kinda important to me. Not that her disapproval would make me change my mind, but I still tense up when I see an unsure look on her face. 
 
    “It will make our position stronger,” I add in an attempt to explain myself. In a way, it’s a rehearsal before telling Riccardo and Paolo about my plan, so I feel determined to make Jacinta agree with me. “Of course, we already have a deal with the Russians thanks to Elena, but wouldn’t another marriage only make it stronger? If I do it, your relatives—” 
 
    Jacinta glares at me, and I clear my throat and correct myself. 
 
    “If I marry Sasha, the Mexicans will see that our alliance with the Bratva is even stronger than before. It will be a powerful message to everyone, including the Russians, that we stand together, don’t you think?” 
 
    For a moment, Jacinta doesn’t say anything, contemplating my words and stroking Luna’s cheeks. But Luna doesn’t seem to like her mother’s display of affection, and after a few strokes she grimaces and swings her arms, ready to cry. Jacinta immediately coos and places her back on her mat with toys hanging off a wooden arch. 
 
    “Do you like that better? Yes, my baby?” Jacinta talks to her, rubbing her belly, but Luna is already distracted by an octopus swinging right above her head. 
 
    The scene fills my heart with fondness, but I can’t keep my focus on them for too long before my thoughts drift back to Sasha and my proposal. It can’t be such a bad idea, right? I look at Jacinta and clear my throat, too impatient to hear her opinion. She’s the first one to hear about this, after all. 
 
    “So…what do you think?” 
 
    “Ah, I don’t know, Louis.” Jacinta shakes her head and looks at me with her dark eyebrows furrowed in an expression of worry. “Are you sure that’s what you want?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “...Because to me, it sounds like you’re just looking for a way to get back with Sasha.” 
 
    What? I stare at her for a long moment with wide eyes, trying to process what I just heard. There’s literally nothing in my idea that sounds even remotely like this! Why would I want to get back with Sasha anyway? Everything between us was over and done a long time ago. 
 
    I can’t help a laugh of disbelief as I shake my head and look away from Jacinta. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s been years since we broke up! Why would I have any feelings for her?” 
 
    “Why haven’t you told Riccardo about her, then?” Jacinta quirks an eyebrow, looking at me with a challenge. “You could’ve figured it out together.” 
 
    I frown, blankly staring at the bright patterns on Luna’s mat. I know, I’ve been thinking about that, too. I hate keeping secrets from him, Riccardo is almost like a brother to me. But he wouldn’t understand me, he… 
 
    “He’d say that we should lay a trap and catch her,” I grumble. For some reason, I really don’t want to admit it. “But I don’t think Sasha is a threat to anyone but me, and…I don’t know, I just don’t want everyone else to get involved. I can deal with it myself.” 
 
    Jacinta lets out a thoughtful hum. “You want to deal with it yourself—” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “—because you don’t want others to harm her.” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean—wait, what? No!” I exclaim and sharply turn to Jacinta, but she’s already laughing, leaning on my shoulder. “Urgh, are you making fun of me?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, querido, I didn’t mean to tease you, but I just couldn’t help myself. I wish you could see yourself, though!” 
 
    God, can you believe she’s twelve years younger than me? But maybe that’s what I like about her. Jacinta is mature enough to feel like an equal, but at the same time she still has the spirit of youth that fits with my own childlike energy. Yeah, we had a few issues in the past, like when I stole her from Paolo and almost forced her to go back to her lunatic father, but we’ve joked about that enough times to forget. 
 
    I hang around their house for another hour, helping Luna take a bath and sharing a glass of whiskey with Paolo after he comes back home. But Jacinta quickly pulls his attention, and I leave all three of them snuggled together on the couch of the living room. 
 
    Do I want something like this? My heart feels heavy when I get into my car, and I suddenly remember Sasha’s face when she told me about her son. If I hadn’t freaked out then, if I hadn’t pushed her away…well, who knows. Maybe she would’ve killed me in my sleep—it would be a grand success for a Russian spy in the heart of the Italian family. 
 
    I spend the next couple of hours driving between our territories, checking our positions, and sending reports to Matteo. I almost get into a squabble at a nightclub in Bridgeport, but the drunks quickly sober up when they hear my name and, with hasty apologies, disappear into the night. Well, it’s almost nine, so I let them be and turn my car to Bedford Park. 
 
    There’s an old industrial railway station for unloading cargo that hasn’t been used in years. When I find an uneven place to park next to it and switch off my car lights, the whole building descends back into darkness, only the city lights blinking in the distance. It looks empty, quiet, and completely abandoned, and that’s exactly why I chose it. 
 
    Although if what Elena said was true, I shouldn’t expect Sasha to show up. It didn’t sound like she was willing to talk, but I still get out of the car and walk to the building. Sasha has one hell of a temper, and her first reactions are often fueled by her emotions. Maybe she’s changed her mind since Elena talked to her—or maybe she’ll come just to shoot me from the bushes. 
 
    I keep my eye on the shadows around me as I go through the wide rolled-up door and enter a big room that probably served as a storeroom for cargo. The narrow windows high above my head allow the blurry light of the city and the moon to illuminate the dirty floor, stone pillars, and containers scattered all over the place. 
 
    Well, that looks empty… 
 
    “You are late.” 
 
    I only notice the figure in the shadows when it moves, and I tense up and instinctively reach for my gun before I recognize the voice. God, it’s been so long since I heard that soft Russian accent adorning Sasha’s clear voice. She used to speak with lively notes, but now her voice is low and demanding. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you,” I raise my voice, trying to focus on her face obscured by the light from the window. 
 
    “Weren’t you the one to ask me to come?” Sasha sounds irritated, and I can't help but chuckle. She hasn’t changed at all. 
 
    “I was, but weren’t you the one to tell me to go to hell?” 
 
    “That’s the least you deserve.” 
 
    Finally, Sasha comes out into the square of moonlight, and I let out a long breath as I finally see her clearly. Her hair is an unnaturally bright orange color, adding more fire to her already threatening look. Her short height and pretty face create an illusion of vulnerability, but I know better than anyone just how much agility and strength are hidden under her porcelain skin. 
 
    The look in her eyes is cold and unforgiving as she stops a dozen feet away from me, demonstratively keeping the distance between us. But as always, her irritation only makes me smile and want to tease her. I know that her emotions get the best of her, but underneath that raging storm the core of her heart remains the same. 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic.” I chuckle and tilt my head, looking out for any change in her mask of indifference. “It’s been years. Why are you still mad at me?” 
 
    But Sasha doesn’t react. She only watches me silently with her arms crossed and her icy gaze set on me. Alright, I guess she’s not in the mood for a small chat, but something in me wants to get a reaction out of her. We aren’t strangers to each other, after all. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have left you like that, but hey, you were spying on us. You can’t tell me it was all my fault that things ended as they did.” 
 
    “Is that all you wanted to talk about?” Sasha asks after a moment of silence, and I huff. God, why do I feel so bitter? 
 
    “Why are you acting like you don’t know me?” 
 
    “Oh, I know you very well, Louis Messina,” she says, and some of her anger finally slips into her voice. Sasha catches it as well because she clearly regains her composure and purses her lips. “Is there anything actually meaningful that you want to tell me?” 
 
    So everything I just said is empty noise to her, huh? I clench my jaw and tense up from the rush of adrenaline—but no, Louis, calm down. That’s not what you came here for, remember? So I force myself to breathe out and turn my focus away from the unpleasant heat growing in my chest. 
 
    “Yes, there is.” I clear my throat, step forward, and look her in the eyes, seeing her tense up from my movement. “I want to offer you a deal. An alliance. You know I don’t want to be your enemy, and I’ve heard about your situation at home…” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes widen for a moment before she narrows them with a look of fury. Uh, that doesn’t look good. 
 
    “It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it—but listen, it will be better for you, your son, and both our families to sign another deal. You could move in with me, and…well, it doesn’t matter. What I’m saying is that an alliance would make us stronger, and with the way the Escarra family has been acting lately, we have to stick together. Don’t you see?” 
 
    I breathe out sharply, finishing my long speech, and only then realize just how fast my heart is beating. I mean, it is important for Sasha to hear me out, and this was my only chance to explain myself properly. Was that a good explanation? Ah, it didn’t sound like it, but— 
 
    “So what you are saying is that…you want to marry me?” Sasha raises her eyebrows, looking at me with surprise and disbelief. I swallow. Damn, why does it sound so intimate? 
 
    “Yes. I mean, not because I want to. I just think it’s a good—” 
 
    But Sasha interrupts me with a sudden burst of laughter. It doesn’t sound even a bit genuine, and I tense up from the cold note of contempt in it. I guess I should’ve expected this kind of reaction. I don’t say anything while Sasha sobers up and looks at me with pure hatred in her eyes. 
 
    “I will never trust a damn word of yours.” 
 
    It takes her two seconds to reach for her gun, but it’s enough for my reflexes to kick in. By the time she raises her gun and fires at me, I’m already jumping to the side, and the metallic container behind me rings from the impact. Oh, come on. Does she still want to kill me? 
 
    I roll to the ground, and the next bullet pierces the floor a few inches away from me. Shit. That was close. 
 
    “Why can’t we just talk?” I yell at her, running away from her bullets and to the container lying on its side. It’s a good enough cover for me to catch my breath and take out my own gun. 
 
    “There’s nothing left to say, Louis. It’s time to pay for what you’ve done.” 
 
    I huff out loud and peek out of my cover. Sasha is slowly walking toward the container, holding it at a gunpoint, and as soon as she notices me I move back into my hideout and press my back to the container. This time, her bullet smashes into the wall in front of me. Okay, it’s time to take this seriously. 
 
    “I’m sorry, okay?” I yell, slowly creeping backward and into the container. “I didn’t want to break your heart, and…I broke mine, too, if it makes you feel better.” 
 
    “Do you really think I care about your goddamn heart?” 
 
    But I don’t reply as every sound would echo and let Sasha know that I’ve laid a trap. I slightly crouch in the shadows inside the container, balancing on its cracked side under my feet, and hold my breath. 
 
    Sasha’s steps come closer, and I guess she senses that something’s wrong. She lingers next to the container—right on the other side of my own cover—and suddenly lunges around the corner, blindly firing at the spot I occupied just a few seconds ago. But I don’t give her enough time to figure out her mistake. 
 
    As soon as Sasha’s arm shoots in front of me, I grab it with both hands and squeeze her wrist hard enough to make her cry out loud. She still tries to turn her gun in my direction, kicking me with her knee, but I ignore the pain and twist her arm just enough to force her to let go. She winces and curses under her breath when the gun slips out of her hand, and I immediately ease my grip. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but you made me—” 
 
    Sasha slaps me before I can finish, and that makes me growl. Can’t that woman stand still for one goddamn second? I catch both of her wrists and force them behind her back, pushing her until her back meets the wall. 
 
    “You fucking asshole,” Sasha hisses into my face, trying to weave herself out of my grip. But she’s completely in my arms now. Her tiny frame played against her this time, and I can feel her whole body against mine. 
 
    Shit. It’s not the best time to get aroused, but the wave of heat spreads through me without my control. The memories of our games in bed flood my mind, and I can feel my pulse pick up its speed. I press myself closer to Sasha, looking her in the eyes, and I see the pink blossom on her cheeks. 
 
    She feels it, too. 
 
    “Why are you trying to get away from me?” I murmur and, in a rush of boldness, readjust my grip so that only one hand is holding both of her wrists. 
 
    Sasha purses her lips and turns her head away, but she doesn’t try to push me, and the realization sends a wave of liquid fire through my veins. She likes being completely in my power, and even now she can’t help it. God, she’s the hottest woman I’ve ever known. 
 
    I raise my hand to her chin, forcing her to turn back toward me, and when our eyes finally meet again, I see that her pupils are wider than before. It makes something in my chest grow, and I smirk, stroking her chin. 
 
    “So what do you think now, Alex?” I whisper into her lips and lean forward, pressing a kiss into her sealed lips. It won’t take long for her to admit her desire, so I close my eyes, tighten my embrace— 
 
    And the next moment, Sasha yanks her hands out of my grip and digs her nails into my face, making me stumble back with a cry of pain. Before I can come back to my senses, she aims her knee at my stomach and shoves me to the ground. I can hear her heavy breathing as she stops next to me, and I look up at her. What, is she gonna kill me now? 
 
    But finally, I can see something real on her face. Not the distant mask of a porcelain doll but a true blend of emotions. Anger, confusion, despair, pain…I see a hundred shades in the curve of her lips and the dark depth of her green eyes, and something in me aches in response. 
 
    “Alex,” I call her by her old name and try to get up—but like a rabbit startled by a sound, Sasha immediately steps away from me, turns around, and runs away. It takes her just a few seconds to disappear into the darkness guarding the entrance to the building. 
 
    I let out a deep sigh and slump back on the ground, wrapping my arm around my knee. Well, I should’ve expected this to happen. I touch my face and hiss from the scratch on my cheek. Sasha didn’t hold back, but does she ever? 
 
    I chuckle to myself and look at the lights of her car driving away in a hurry. I guess I got the answer to my offer—but I’m not ready to give up. Not yet. And as I watch her disappear, I realize that I want Sasha even more now. So I brush myself off, get up, and take out my phone, walking to the open doors of the building. 
 
    “Hey, Riccardo? Do you have a second to talk?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    God, how could I be so stupid? 
 
    I grip the wheel tighter, staring at the luminescent lights of the road. My lips are still burning from Louis’s kiss, my body is trembling, and my heart is frantic and confused. Why did he call me by my old name? As if he doesn’t know that it was fake. Everything about me back then was fake—except for my feelings. 
 
    Yes, I was stupid enough to actually fall in love with Louis while I was on a mission in their territory. 
 
    What can I say? I was nineteen, naive, and dreaming of a man who would accept me with an eight-month-old baby on my hands. Misha was a fortunate consequence of an unfortunate one-night stand in high school, and even though I hadn’t seen his father since graduation, I was ready to spend the rest of my life taking care of him on my own. 
 
    Well, not entirely on my own—because at the time, Mom was still alive, and I still had someone to take care of me. God, thinking about it now makes my heart ache because I never truly appreciated her support. I didn’t tell her how much I loved her, and when I realized it, it was already too late. 
 
    I take a sharp breath and only then realize how tight my throat is. Oh, damn it. I try to breathe out slowly and take control of the feelings pounding in my heart—and I catch myself sniffling. No, no, I’m not gonna cry a single tear because of this bastard. My grief and pain will not change what he’s already done. 
 
    So yes, nine years ago, Louis and I got to know each other, and even though I had to stay professional I couldn’t help myself. I fell madly in love with him. He was so charming, you know? Funny, kindhearted, handsome, and determined in his desire to get my attention. 
 
    Louis Messina was an enemy—but he easily found his way around my heart. 
 
    It took him a few weeks of dating to tear down my walls and make me believe that I could trust him. God, it was literally the worst mistake a spy can make—but I didn’t care. We were meant for each other, weren’t we? So I started dreaming about a bright future together, away from my sadistic Father and the bloody and meaningless war between our families. 
 
    But there was a catch—Louis had no idea who I really was. He didn’t know about my family and my son, he didn’t know I was Russian, and god, he didn’t even know my real name! 
 
    So one night, still in the afterglow of an orgasm, I decided to confess. Louis loved me, and I loved him—of course he would understand and accept me! Thankfully, at the last moment, I imagined Yuriy’s wrath if I destroyed his plans and decided to keep my identity to myself. I only told Louis about Misha and my situation at home—but even that was enough for him to dump me. 
 
    I chuckle bitterly, remembering how naive I was for the next few days, coming up with new excuses for his weird behavior. Louis stopped answering my calls and showing up at the doorstep of my apartment in the middle of the night. I met him on the street once, but he completely ignored me, and that was when I understood that I'd been used and discarded for the second time. 
 
    I can’t say that it was as ground-shifting as when I’d found out that I was pregnant, but I definitely couldn’t pull myself together. When I showed up at home, Mom immediately realized that something was wrong. She asked me about it, and when I finally broke down and confessed to her that an Italian had broken my heart, Mom was the only one to listen to me and soothe my pain. 
 
    That day, she promised to always be there for me—but as it turned out, I should've been there for her instead. 
 
    Louis’s betrayal left me lost and unfocused, so it wasn’t surprising that a couple of days later, Riccardo’s brother caught me red-handed when I was delivering information to Sergei. My cover was blown, and after Paolo chased us through the neutral territory, I never returned to the Italians again. Thankfully, I’d gathered enough information by then, so Yuriy wasn’t really mad at me. 
 
    The revelation put an end to the temporary peace between our families, and the next few days were full of blood and gunshots. Mom didn’t want me to be a part of it, but Father kept giving me orders and sending me as reinforcement whenever there was another fight between Russians and Italians. It was during one of those times, when I was fresh out of a gunfight, that Father called me and told me to get back home immediately. 
 
    The Italians killed Valentina. Those were the first words he told me when I stepped into the house, and I felt the ground shaking under my feet. 
 
    I could barely hear Father’s voice while he kept explaining to me that they’d caught a Russian pawn who was a part of the ambush they’d laid on Mom. I still don’t understand why on earth she decided to leave the house at such a dangerous time, but I guess she got into another argument with Father and drove away to escape his rage. 
 
    The Italians had caught her on our border and, with three cars, forced her off the road and over the bridge. Her car exploded, and I didn’t even get a chance to see her again. 
 
    My heart was in agony. I couldn’t help but cry, and I think it was the only time Father allowed me to do that. Why her? I didn’t understand, but Father had the answer. The Italian pawn had admitted that they got an order to kill Valentina and get revenge on me for betraying their trust—and do you know who’d given that order? 
 
    Louis Messina. 
 
    That day broke my life into before and after. Before I lost Mom to Louis’s petty spite, Misha and I had been loved and protected from my Father’s temper. After, we were left on our own with this violent and cold-blooded parody of a man. 
 
    Of course, I’ve been doing everything possible to keep Misha safe since then, but I can’t stay at home all the time, and I can’t predict what mood Father will wake up in tomorrow. Every day feels like I’m walking on the edge, not knowing what to expect from the closest person in my life. I don’t care about the scars and bruises I get—but I want to burn a hole in Father every single time he touches my son. 
 
    I’d been living like this for years, nurturing my plans to get revenge on Louis, and when Yuriy and Riccardo finally struck a deal I knew it was my time to act. The truce gave me a perfect cover to sneak back into the Italians’ territory without being afraid of getting shot on the spot. 
 
    Of course, I still kept it secret—allies or not, the Messinas wouldn’t want to have a Russian spy around. So for the first few months I was extra careful, only exploring the territories that had changed and evolved since the last time I was there. Then, the thing with the Mexicans happened, and it distracted me for a good while until last month, I caught sight of Louis in neutral territory. 
 
    The bastard was just walking around as if nothing! 
 
    For some reason, it made me so furious that I forgot about my task and followed him all the way to the border. I didn’t risk sneaking after him as there was a whole damn patrol around, so I decided to wait for a chance to catch him off guard. But when I finally got it—not one, but two perfect chances to shoot Louis—I blew it all! 
 
    I growl under my breath, unconsciously pushing the accelerator harder. Why did I even go to meet with him today? 
 
    I wanted to be generous and give him a chance to admit his mistake like a man—but instead, Louis only blabbered something about the breakup as if I fucking cared about his broken heart. He was right in front of me, and I listened to him instead of focusing on my own task. God, if only I hadn’t gotten so emotional and had focused on my aim instead, I’d have gotten him. Damn it! 
 
    I curse out loud and only then realize that I’m two inches from hitting the car in front of me. Ah, shit. I force myself to slow down and breathe out, releasing some of the tension from my shoulders. I try to cool down my anger, and the images of Louis holding me close and murmuring softly into my lips flash through my mind. 
 
    God, I hate how well he knows my body. He turned me on in a matter of seconds, and I was so close to giving in. If he hadn’t called me Alex, I probably wouldn’t have come back to my senses in time to stop myself—but it was also a good lesson. I can’t let him close again. I can’t let him waste my time. 
 
    The next time I see Louis, I have to kill him at first sight. 
 
    I get back home late enough for Father to be asleep with the record player singing old Russian songs in his room. Without his order, the security guards don’t touch me, and I go to Misha’s room to check that his door is locked before going to my own bedroom. I wish I could see him and make sure he’s alright, but it’s safer for him to stay in his room and away from Father’s eyes. 
 
    “I heard you last night,” Misha tells me the next morning, munching on a piece of waffle with a smear of whipped cream on his cheek. 
 
    It’s Sunday, which means no school for Misha and a lazy morning for me, so I’ve made some homemade Belgian waffles to share with him in the kitchen. Of course, we have a dining room for that, but Father likes to stop there for a snack, so we prefer to stay away from any place he might visit. It’s better to enjoy the warmth and vanilla scents of the kitchen anyway. 
 
    “Oh, did you?” I smile at him, reaching out to wipe the cream off his face, and Misha scrunches his nose and swats my hand away. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “What?” I exclaim in an innocent tone, raising my eyebrows with a teasing grin and showing him the remnants of cream on my thumb. “I’m just trying to clean you up, baby.” 
 
    Of course, that makes Misha grimace even harder, and he purses his lips and glares at me through his round glasses. “I’m not a baby.” 
 
    Ah, it’s so tempting to keep teasing him. He’s always so cute when he tries to look mature, but I can see that he’s actually mad at me, so I raise my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, my bad. So you said you heard me last night. Weren’t you asleep by then?” 
 
    Misha pretends to be offended for a few more minutes, but eventually he turns back to me, grabs another spoonful of pineapples with maple syrup, and mumbles, “No, I was reading.” 
 
    “The lights were off, though.” I purse my lips, tilting my head with a frown. “I’ve told you, it’s bad for your eyes to read in the darkness.” 
 
    He shrugs, cutting a piece of his waffle. “I know, but it’s safer like that. On Friday, Grandpa knocked on the door and said I shouldn’t stay up all night.” 
 
    My scolding expression immediately softens, and I watch Misha for a moment before sighing and digging into my own waffle. Yes, he knows better than to disobey Father’s orders, and I have to admit that it is safer that way. I still don’t like that he’s reading in the darkness, but right now, I can’t take away his favorite hobby. 
 
    We sit there for a bit more, talking about Misha’s school friends and upcoming math test while the servants start to get ready for lunch. It looks like it’s time for us to leave, so I invite Misha to spend some time outside before starting on his homework. He nods, carefully placing his plate in the dishwasher, and we go into the hallway—where one of the guards suddenly stops me. 
 
    “Nikolai Sergeyevich wants you to come to his cabinet.” The guard glances between me and Misha and adds, “Now.” 
 
    I can feel Misha grip my hand tighter, and when I look at him, I see fear in his gray eyes. He knows Father doesn’t call me for nothing, but I try to smile at him with as much reassurance as I can. 
 
    “It’s alright. Wait for me in your room.” 
 
    Misha nods and, after a hesitant glance at the guard, runs away. He’s been trying to rebel lately and go against my orders, but he knows when it’s better to keep quiet and do what I say. I wait for him to leave before turning to the stairs and going into Father’s part of the house. 
 
    With every step, my heart starts to beat faster, and I can feel sweat gathering in my clenched fists. Why would Father want to talk to me now? He probably has another task for me, that’s all. 
 
    But I can’t help the growing premonition in my chest. What if the guards told him about my late return yesterday? They don’t usually do that, but if they were in a bad mood…well, it’s not too bad anyway. I’ll just have to tell him that I spent a couple of hours in a bar. Father won’t like it, but it’s better than the truth. 
 
    When I reach the heavy dark door of his cabinet, I take a deep breath and knock on the door. Father hums something that sounds like an invitation, so I push the door open and carefully step inside. 
 
    “Did you want to see me, sir?” 
 
    Father looks up at me from the stack of papers on his desk and waves his hand. “Come in, Alexandra. I have a couple of questions for you.” 
 
    A couple of questions? Shit. I swallow and walk closer to the desk with my heart immediately picking up its pace. If he wants to ask me something, it means that I’m not here to get another task. I’m here to answer for whatever mistake he knows about. 
 
    “So first, tell me where you were last night.” He gets up from his chair with a quiet huff and slowly walks toward me as if I don’t know what he’s gonna do next. 
 
    I instinctively tense up from inside, ready for a strike at any moment, and respond as calmly and confidently as possible, “I went to a bar in West Town and had a couple more drinks than—” 
 
    Father’s palm lands right on my cheek, and I tighten my lips and swallow the rest of the sentence. Okay, I guess he knows more than I expected. But he doesn’t stop there. As soon as I turn back to him, Father swings his palm and slaps my other cheek, and this time the diamond on his ring tears my skin. The sting brings tears to my eyes, and I bite my lip, trying to keep them in. 
 
    “How dare you lie me in the eyes?” Father hisses, grabs my shoulders, and shoves me into the wall. My shoulder takes the impact, so it’s not that bad. I only hum through my tight lips, but he seems to catch it nevertheless. “What, does it hurt? You should be thankful I didn’t break your bones, you damn whore.” 
 
    Oh, I am. I push myself up against the wall and look at him, breathing through my nose. I’m so fucking thankful. 
 
    “The Messinas called me this morning,” Father says with a calmer tone, turning around as if nothing happened and walking to his desk to grab a pack of cigarettes. “Riccardo said they’d offered you a deal, and you dared to refuse.” 
 
    I look away and purse my lips, clenching my hands into fists. Has Louis told Riccardo about his offer? What an asshole. His stupid ideas could cost me my life! 
 
    “Now, you, Alexandra, should be glad that Riccardo decided to reach out to me.” Father turns on his heels and lights up a cigarette, looking at me with a pleased squint. “We had a lovely chat, and the matter has been resolved.” 
 
    Resolved? I frown and push myself off the wall, holding onto my sore shoulder. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that your wedding is next Friday.” 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    For a moment I can’t even move or say anything, frozen in the wave of shock. It must be a joke. What is he talking about? But when I see a smirk on Father's face, I realize that he’s more than serious, and something inside of me bursts. 
 
    “No, I’m not gonna marry him,” I raise my voice, stepping toward him with a rush of agitation. 
 
    “Alexandra,” Father says with a quiet threat, giving me a cold look with his lips turned downward. But screw that, he can’t scare me now. We are talking about my life! 
 
    “No, I don’t care if you or anyone else thinks it’s a good idea.” 
 
    I point my finger at him, storming forward, unable to slow down even when I catch a glint of maniacal anger in his eyes. But my heart is raging, the ground under my feet is shaking, and I feel like the whole world is against me. I don’t want that, it can’t be true! He can’t just…give me to Louis like a toy! 
 
    “You can’t do that to me, you can’t force me to sign the papers!’ 
 
    “You’re right,” Father says in a dangerously quiet voice, and I stop in my tracks, unsure what to think of it. Is he agreeing with me? 
 
    Using my surprise, Father moves forward and snatches my hand in the air, squeezing my fingers so hard that they hurt. I’m not ready for it, and unconsciously I allow my genuine reaction to slip through: I wince and instinctively try to pull my hand back. I hate giving Father the pleasure of seeing my pain. 
 
    “I can’t force you to marry Louis Messina,” he hisses, pulling me closer to him and twisting my finger so hard it feels like it’s gonna break any moment. “But I can force your son to spend his days in the basement until you, my dear, come back to your senses.” 
 
    What? No, he can’t do that, not again! I look at him with wide eyes while a wave of terror runs through my entire body. 
 
    I remember Misha’s face when Father let him out of the basement, dirty from dust and swollen from tears. He did it to punish Misha for failing his exams in second grade, and I still can’t forgive myself for not being able to stop him. 
 
    “So what?” Father chuckles and breathes a puff of smoke into my face. “Do you still want to test my patience?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 - Louis 
 
      
 
    God, I still can’t believe that this is happening. Being married has always been an idea so far removed from reality—but here I am, in a tailored suit, a boutonniere in my jacket, watching guests arrive for my own wedding. 
 
    “Does it feel surreal yet?” Riccardo steps from behind and pats my shoulder with an amused grin. He would be one to know the feeling. 
 
    “Kind of, yeah.” I can’t help but chuckle, glancing at him before turning back to the window. 
 
    Last night, the first snow swept over Chicago, covering the dry grass and naked twigs with a delicate white blanket, so the ceremony was urgently rearranged to take place inside the wedding venue. The weather could not be rearranged, though. The heavy gray clouds are still covering the sky to the horizon, taking a short break from pouring rain over the city, and even though it’s only five, I can barely see the faces of people outside. 
 
    There shouldn’t be many guests, though, and I probably know them all by name anyway. My wedding is not as big of a deal as Riccardo's or Paolo’s were, so it was organized with fewer witnesses and less pomposity. Still, the leaders of both families, as well as their closest relatives, are gathering together for the night, so it promises to be quite a party. 
 
    “I didn’t expect it to happen so quickly either,” Riccardo murmurs, and through the reflection on the window I can see that he’s watching the cars down below. 
 
    We’re standing by a narrow window on the second floor of the wedding venue, and the whole parking lot is in full view. Guests keep arriving, but I can barely see their faces through the umbrellas held by the chauffeurs and bodyguards. I notice Matteo in the corner of the front porch, and I’m pretty sure that’s Yuriy and Olga leaving their car, but I still haven’t seen Sasha, and for some reason it makes me restless. 
 
    “Do you think they’re planning something?” I look at Riccardo with a frown. 
 
    No matter how happy I would be to think that Sasha accepted my proposal out of pure affection of her heart, I’m not an idiot. The Pushkovs want her to marry me, and remembering her past as a spy, I don’t know what to expect from this deal. Judging by the thoughtful expression on Riccardo’s face, he’s suspicious of them too. 
 
    “I think we have to play along and keep an eye on them,” Riccardo lowers his voice, catching my gaze and holding it for a moment. “If something happens, you have to let me know right away.” 
 
    Is he hinting at my reluctance to tell him about Sasha? Well, I guess he’ll keep that in mind for a long time. 
 
    When I finally told him about my encounters with Sasha and my final proposal, Riccardo was mad. He didn’t yell at me or threaten to lower my position in the clan, no, but I could see in his scowl that he was more than displeased with my behavior. But even then, Riccardo listened to me and, after some thought, agreed that me marrying Sasha would be a good move for both sides. 
 
    Riccardo kept quite a cold attitude with me for a few days, and only yesterday, after a meeting at the end of the day, did he finally melt and talk to me as a friend, not as a boss. And I have to admit, it feels nice to have him by my side again. 
 
    “You can count on me, brother.” I give him a grin and wrap my arm around his shoulders like we used to do in high school. I thought it looked cool back then. Now, I feel kinda stupid. 
 
    Riccardo probably feels the same because he chuckles and elbows me under my ribs. “Save the hugs for your wedding night.” 
 
    “Oh, I have plenty for everyone!” 
 
    I laugh and tighten my arm around his neck, pulling him into a joking chokehold. Even though he is the don of the most powerful family in Chicago, Riccardo doesn’t chicken out, and we arm wrestle for a few minutes. It probably ruins my suit, but at least it helps me relieve some of the jittery feelings from before. 
 
    Fake or not, it is my wedding day, and it’s going to change my life forever. 
 
    “You’re having fun, I see.” 
 
    It’s Elena’s voice that finally makes us stop and step away from each other. She stands at the far end of the hallway with her arms crossed and the corner of her lips curled in amusement. Riccardo immediately straightens up, brushes himself off, and runs his hand through his hair, turning to her. 
 
    “Yes, I’m—” He clears his throat, clearly not knowing what to say, but Elena only chuckles with fondness and gestures for him to come closer. 
 
    “Yuriy and Olga are here, we have to say hi. Louis, you better join us, too.” 
 
    I can’t say that I’m excited about it, but I guess she’s right. It’s my wedding, after all. 
 
    We get to the entrance hall where people are hanging around the buffet, waiting for everyone else to arrive. Even though the room is filled with women chattering and light music, I can feel the tension in the air. The Russians and Italians don’t really mix together; instead, they break into small groups on different sides of the hall, simply tolerating each other’s presence. 
 
    “Riccardo, Elena, what a pleasant occasion to meet you!” 
 
    Yuriy Pushkov raises his hand and booms with laughter as soon as we step close enough to catch his attention. He is a large and brazen man, overpowering with his presence alone, while his wife Olga is skinny, quiet, and rather aloof, with razor-sharp eyes and power oozing off her posture. They are complete opposites of each other, but it seems that neither of them cares. 
 
    “Lenochka.” Olga greets her niece with a kiss on her cheek while Riccardo and Yuriy shake hands, playing the game of politeness. 
 
    I linger next to Riccardo, not really impatient to join their little circle, when Yuriy’s penetrating gaze moves to me. Our gazes meet, and even though I can clearly see the cold calculation in his blue eyes, Yuriy breaks into a smile. 
 
    “Louis, I suppose? Welcome to the family.” He holds out his hand, and I shake it with a fake smile. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Of course, we’ve met before, but it’s the first time I can actually talk to the head of the Russian Bratva as an equal. Not that I enjoy it. It seems that they’re intentionally leaving out any discussions of our business, so the conversation mostly revolves around Elena’s pregnancy and the snow. Fascinating, huh? 
 
    Eventually, Yuriy spots someone in the crowd and, with a tap on my arm, points at the man entering the room. “There’s Nikolai, your father-in-law. I think it’s time for you to meet him.” 
 
    With a quick farewell nod at Riccardo and Elena, Yuriy walks away from them, and I have no choice but to follow him. I can’t say that I’m thrilled to get to know the person who kept Sasha almost as a prisoner in his own house, but there’s no way around it. At least he’s not as crazy as Gerardo, so I guess I lose to Paolo who has an even worse father-in-law. 
 
    “Kolya,” Yuriy calls him as soon as we step closer, and they exchange wide smiles and hearty handshakes. “Has our beautiful bride arrived?” 
 
    “Yes, Alexandra is getting ready.” Nikolai waves a hand at the door before his gaze darts to me. “And you are—” 
 
    “Louis.” Yuriy doesn’t skip a second to introduce me, giving my back a few mighty pats. “A new addition to the family, huh?” 
 
    Both of them laugh, leaning toward each other like brothers, and for some reason, it makes me tense up. But Nikolai quickly turns to me and holds out his hand with a friendly chuckle. “Good to meet you, Louis. Your proposal came up just in time, you know?” 
 
    Nikolai turns out to be similar to Yuriy in demeanor and appearance, even though they aren’t blood relatives. Maybe all Russians just keep the same lifestyle that turns them into boars by the time they reach sixty. Unlike Yuriy, who at least keeps himself in shape, Nikolai is overweight, smells of cigarettes, and constantly tries to keep Yuriy’s attention on himself. 
 
    It takes me less than a minute to decide that I don’t want him anywhere near my house and my future wife ever again. 
 
    We talk about Sasha and the upcoming ceremony for a few more minutes when the first ring of the bell reminds us to take our positions. The whole entrance hall comes to life as people start to flow into the ceremony hall and take their places. I leave Yuriy and Nikolai to find their seats on their own and join the crowd, looking around. 
 
    Riccardo, Paolo, and Matteo are my best men, and I’m starting to feel nervous without any of them around. It was only the first ring, so we still have plenty of time, but the tight feeling in my stomach starts to grow. Everything’s gonna be alright, everything’s gonna be perfect, I only have to focus and— 
 
    I notice Riccardo and Elena in the corner of the entrance hall, far behind everyone else. Why are they here? My first reaction is to raise my arm and call them, but I catch myself halfway when I realize that they’re still talking to Olga. Unlike before, their faces are serious, they keep glancing around, and it looks like they are discussing some business matters this time. 
 
    But why now? Why so far away from everyone else? It looks almost like something secret, and I can’t help but stop in my tracks with a frown. It’s probably none of my business, but am I not a part of the whole deal with the Bratva now? 
 
    “Here comes the groom!” Matteo suddenly interrupts my thoughts, squeezing my shoulder. He’s the youngest among us, but he’s always been the calm and responsible type, and I feel some of my nervousness let up in his presence. 
 
    “Hey.” I chuckle and, with the last glance Riccardo’s way, nod for Matteo to walk with me to the aisle. “Where have you been? I haven’t seen you since we arrived.” 
 
    We talk about Romeo, his son, and the decline in the Mexicans’ activity lately when Paolo joins us at the altar and the second bell rings through the wedding hall. The remaining guests take their seats, and Riccardo finally makes his way down the aisle, fixing his tie on the way. 
 
    The scene from before flashes through my mind, but I have too many worries on my mind to care about his conversation with Olga. The tightness in my gut gets stronger, my palms are sweaty, and even though this wedding is nothing but a performance, I feel as nervous as if it’s real. With the third bell, my heart starts beating faster, and I have to take a deep breath to release the tension in my fists. 
 
    It’s nothing, Louis. Come on. It’s nothing—yet it feels like this day is everything to me. 
 
    My treacherous heart stutters when I finally see Sasha in her snow-white beautiful dress, with white lilies in her hands and the fire of her red hair under the veil. Something about her appearance makes my mind click, and I realize that this is the wedding I’ve always dreamed of. Even when we dated, I knew Sasha would be my wife someday—and who could’ve known that my life would turn out like this? 
 
    I can’t take my eyes off Sasha as she walks down the aisle, holding her hand on Nikolai’s elbow. I see a glint of steel in his eyes when they look at each other at the base of the altar, and something in me flares up in annoyance. Just let her go. But Sasha doesn’t seem to pay attention to her father. She bows her head slightly before turning to me—and I can finally see the features of her face through the veil. 
 
    Accompanied by the mellow music from the live orchestra, Sasha comes up to the altar, stops next to me, and it’s time, isn’t it? My throat suddenly turns dry when I reach for her veil, and my chest feels tighter around my lungs. God, she’s beautiful. Her lips are a soft red color, her hair is styled into perfect red waves, and when she looks up at me, her eyes are bright, clear…and full of hatred. 
 
    Yes, I almost forgot about that part. My wife desperately wants to kill me. 
 
    “Dear family and friends,” the officiant starts a moment later, and Sasha looks away from me, keeping her lips slightly pursed. Oh well, no wedding is perfect, right? “We have gathered today to celebrate the marriage of Louis Messina and Alexandra Pushkova and witness their first step…” 
 
    The officiant continues reciting the words of the wedding script, and my focus drifts back to Sasha. She stubbornly refuses to look me in the eyes, keeping her gaze on the officiant, and I can feel annoyance oozing off her. God, I can’t believe she’s still mad at me. I’ve already apologized, haven’t I? 
 
    “Are you ready to exchange your vows?” 
 
    The officiant’s words are the cue for me to take Sasha’s hands in mine. She knows it’s part of the script, so she allows me to take hold of her hands. Her eyes are cold as ice, but even that doesn’t stop my heart from growing warmer as I repeat the words from the script. 
 
    “I, Louis, take you, Alexandra, as my wedded wife. I promise to honor and protect you, to love and cherish you on good days and bad days, in sickness and in health, in poverty and in wealth, till death do us part.” 
 
    They should mean nothing to me—but for some reason, I feel my throat closing up around the words and my grip on Sasha’s hands tightens. The vow is just a part of the game, so why does it feel so real? 
 
    I don’t know if Sasha can feel it, but something in her eyes melts. She looks almost unsure, as if she doesn't know whether to trust me or not, and I squeeze her hands tighter. For some reason, I want her to believe me—but it’s not the time for that, and the officiant turns to Sasha and gestures for her to do her part. 
 
    “I, Alexandra, take you, Louis, as my wedded husband...” 
 
    She repeats the same vow, holding my gaze, and I can see the distant look in her eyes. Her voice is steady and emotionless, and I’m sure the words of the vow are empty to her—or at least, she really wants me to think so. But I can feel Sasha’s grip on me tighten as she reaches the end of her vow, and as soon as she’s done she looks away and takes a deep breath as if trying to calm herself. 
 
    “Louis and Alexandra have chosen these rings as a symbol of their love and loyalty to each other,” the officiant continues in the meantime and gestures at Riccardo to hand the wedding rings over to me. “Louis, as you place this ring on Alexandra’s finger, repeat after me. With this ring…” 
 
    I lick my lips and hold up Sasha’s left hand, unaware of my own carefulness. “With this ring…” 
 
    “...I promise to love you today, tomorrow, from this day, and forever.” 
 
    I dutifully repeat the promise as I slide the ring on Sasha’s finger, and the sight of her hand in mine, wearing the wedding ring as a sign of our marriage, makes something in me fill with satisfaction. Whether she wants it or not, Sasha is my wife now, and there’s nothing that can change that. 
 
    She repeats the same promise and puts the ring on my hand, even though her grip is definitely not as gentle, but I don’t complain. The look in her eyes is unreadable as we finally stand before each other as husband and wife, but I want to think that the moment is just as significant for her as it is for me. 
 
    “By the authority vested in me by the State of Illinois, I now pronounce you husband and wife. Now, you may seal the pledges you have made with each other this day with a kiss.” 
 
    Oh, and here comes the most interesting part. I look at Sasha with a challenging smirk, and her expression hardens as she looks straight at me with cold green eyes. She knows it’s going to happen, so I don’t give her time to change her mind, hold her shoulder, and lean forward, capturing her lips with a kiss. 
 
    For a moment, I feel Sasha tense up. Her lips don’t respond to the kiss, and her shoulder under my hand is almost rigid with tension. But I like the taste of her lips, so I kiss them lightly again and again until Sasha gives up. She kisses me back ever so slightly, but it’s enough to make something in my chest burst with heat. 
 
    No matter what she wants me to believe, I know she still has feelings for me. 
 
    The thought is exhilarating, and when I pull back I can’t help a wide grin as I look at her. Sasha, of course, gives me a murderous glare, but I see a slight dust of pink on her cheeks as she turns away. She attempts to take her hand out of my grip, but it’s too early for that. 
 
    The hall explodes with applause, and I turn to them with proud, straight shoulders and a wide smile. My chest is full of contentment and joy even with Sasha’s nails digging deep into my elbow. It hurts, but it doesn’t matter. I know I’m gonna make her fall in love with me again. 
 
    I guide Sasha down the aisle and to the entrance hall, keeping my hand on hers. But when Paolo and Jacinta step closer and distract me enough to let go of her, Sasha disappears into the crowd. Well, it’s not for long. She can’t escape me now. 
 
    “The wedding night is going to be tough.” Paolo laughs, keeping his hand on my shoulder, but Jacinta elbows him with a glare before readjusting Luna in her hold. 
 
    “They don’t have to do it, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, but I bet he wants to.” Paolo chuckles, looking at me, and even under Jacinta’s glare, I can’t help but shrug. 
 
    “What? Of course I do.” 
 
    She only huffs and, as she always does when she can’t find support in either of us, turns to Luna. “Men can be so dumb, baby. I hope you find someone better.” 
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong with me?” 
 
    Paolo demonstratively crosses his arms, and it looks like the beginning of another round of bickering. Their personalities are both too heated to live without at least a little bit of arguing, even if all of it is nothing but a pretense. Jacinta and Paolo are, actually, obsessed with each other. 
 
    But I have to leave them soon enough to bid goodbye to everyone I know in the crowd—which is not that many people—before going to my car. It looks like Sasha and her son are already in her car, and when I wave my hand at Hector, he climbs behind the wheel. I asked him to be their driver for the night. I wouldn’t want Sasha to get lost on the way to my home. Or should I call it ours? 
 
    The thought makes me glance in the rearview mirror where I can see their car following closely behind. What is she thinking about? Is she angry, afraid, or excited? God, I used to be so good at reading her, but these days I can’t be sure anymore. It’s like she’s the same person but with so many walls around her that I don’t know how to get to her heart. 
 
    Is it possible for us to rebuild our relationship? I hum to myself and turn my car into a one-way street, following my usual path through a small neighborhood. I don’t think Sasha would want that, and to be honest, I am still confused about my own feelings. Do I want to bring back our relationship? I mean, she still has the kid, and even though I’m much older now, I still don’t know if— 
 
    A sudden screech of tires interrupts my thoughts, and I instinctively slow down to a stop—but there’s nothing in front of me. The sound comes from behind me, followed by the thud of closed car doors and loud voices. I don’t even have to hear them clearly to know they’re speaking Spanish. 
 
    It’s a goddamn trap! I don’t even have time to turn around before I hear the first gunshot—and my heart sinks. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    What was that? 
 
    The screech of tires is almost deafening in a narrow intersection like this, and the whole car jerks forward from the sudden stop. I instinctively lunge at Misha to keep him from falling forward. At the same time, he yelps and shuts his eyes, but the seat belts keep us both from hitting the front seats. 
 
    I immediately pull myself upright and look at the windshield while our driver curses out loud in Italian. Through the pouring rain, I see a car in front of us, stopped right across the road to prevent us from moving forward, and there are people in masks pouring out of it and yelling something to each other. Oh shit, this is not good. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask the driver, gripping his seat, even though it’s pretty clear already. 
 
    Someone has ambushed our car, cutting it off from Louis, and when I look behind I see another car at the end of the block. We’re fucking trapped! 
 
    “Mexicans,” the driver grits through his teeth, and I can see his eyes darting all over the street in search of a way out. 
 
    The Escarra? They can get us even here? I squeeze the back of his seat and look up. Through the windshield, I see men in masks surrounding our car, raising their guns, and god, I hope the car is bulletproof. 
 
    “Mom, I’m scared.” Misha tugs at my dress with tears in his voice, and I pull him into my arms and shut my eyes. At the same moment, the Mexicans open fire. 
 
    The car is bulletproof, but no material can survive dozens of bullets from every side. The windows crack, the car doors bend from the impact, and it feels like we’re in a tiny box shaken by a giant hand. Everything vibrates at a crazy speed, the window on my side bursts open, and I instinctively shove myself down, covering Misha with my body. 
 
    God, let us survive this. Please, I can’t let them take my son away, not like this, not— 
 
    A loud crash interrupts the Mexicans’ fire, and they start yelling something. I open my eyes just enough to see that there’s some commotion outside, when all of a sudden our driver grips the wheel and the car jolts forward. No, what is he doing? Does he want to kill us? 
 
    I look up as much as I can from my position, and I see Louis’s car right in front of ours. It looks like he just smashed himself into the Mexican car, forcing it to the side of the street. It doesn’t clear the road, though, because his car is still in our way. But while I watch him with bated breath, Louis sharply backs up, almost hitting the pole—and it gives us a chance to escape. 
 
    “Mom, what’s going on?” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell the driver to get the fucking car moving, but the Mexicans open fire again, forcing me to drop back into my position. I can hear Misha sniffling, his body trembling in my embrace, and I hold him close while our car finally starts forward. Please, get us out of here, please, get us out of here… 
 
    But the car stops in just a few seconds, and I can still hear the Mexicans’ voices behind us. What the hell is he doing? 
 
    “Drive away! Get out of here!” I yell at the driver, looking through the rear windshield—and that’s when I realize what he’s waiting for. 
 
    The Mexicans start running after us, but Louis pulls the car in their way, hitting two of them off their feet. They scream louder, and the second car tries to turn around to drive after us, but Louis’s car doesn’t let anyone pass through. 
 
    My heart jumps to my throat when I see Louis jump out of the car and almost fall to his knees. His coordination is probably affected by two consecutive crashes, but after a couple of stumbles, Louis focuses enough to run forward. The Mexicans try to shoot him, but they’re clearly out of bullets, and even though I know little to no Spanish, I can recognize that they’re cursing. 
 
    “Thanks, brother.” Louis jumps into the front seat with a wide grin as if he hasn’t almost died three times in the last five minutes. God, why does he have to be such a show-off, and why do I still find it hot? 
 
    The driver finally takes off, and I close my eyes and breathe out, slightly swaying Misha against my chest. He’s still crying and shaking, tearing the delicate lace of my sleeves with his fists, so I murmur to him that it’s alright, I’m gonna keep him safe. He doesn’t let me go until we get to Louis’s house, but at least his sobbing turns into sniffles. 
 
    “Well, here we are! Home sweet home.” 
 
    Louis turns to us from the passenger seat, still smiling as if nothing has happened, and I can only glare back at him with the fire of my frustration. Was the whole damn ambush a joke to him or what? I mean, I know what the rush of adrenaline can do to your brain, but I think it’s been enough time for him to cool down a little. 
 
    I don’t know if he catches my frustration or finally reads the room, but when neither of us reacts to his words, Louis shrugs and points at the house. “Let me know if you need anything. Your rooms are on the second floor, so…feel at home! I’m gonna call someone to pick you up, Hector.” 
 
    Louis and the driver finally leave the half-destroyed car, and I can hear them talk about a glass of whiskey as they walk to the doors. God, this must be the worst wedding day ever. 
 
    “Mom.” Misha tugs at my sleeve again and looks up at me with swollen eyes. “I don’t want to go there with him.” 
 
    “I know, honey.” I run my hand through his hair and cup his cheek before looking at the house over his head. “But it’s safe. Trust me.” 
 
    No matter how much I hate Louis, I have to admit that he’s been nothing but gentle so far. I mean, he risked his life to get us out of the trap, and that means something…even though I still don’t understand why he did this. Am I supposed to show him my gratitude? Damn, I guess I am. 
 
    I coax Misha into getting out of the car with me, and we both linger for a second to take it in. It’s smaller than Father’s mansion and doesn’t have as many fences or guards around. It doesn’t look like Louis has any guards, for that matter, but I guess it’s not that important when you live on your own, huh? 
 
    Instead of defensive walls, Louis’s house is surrounded by a belt of gardens that open up to acres of lawn from every side. In the distance I see lines of hedge that border Louis’s property from the sides and a line of woods at the back. It’s quieter here, farther from downtown Chicago, and I can’t help the feeling of peace. 
 
    The light colors of the walls and the warm lights coming through big windows make it look like an actual home—but I can’t trust Louis’s smiles. Not again. 
 
    True to his word, Louis doesn’t touch us for the rest of the evening. I don’t know if he understands that Misha needs time to adjust or maybe he just doesn’t want to annoy me further, but I appreciate it. Still in the wedding dress, I guide Misha by hand past the living room, where Louis and Hector are talking to someone over the phone, and to the stairs leading up. 
 
    It turns out to be easy to find Misha’s room—Louis has left a miniature dinosaur at his doorstep, and when Misha crouches down to touch it the dinosaur lets out a roar and shakes its head. It makes Misha startle, and he flinches away from the toy only to crouch back down with wide eyes full of awe. 
 
    “Mom, can I take it?” He looks up at me, and I feel my heart swell at the sight of something bright, something other than fear and anxiety, in his eyes. 
 
    “Of course, honey.” I run my hand through his hair and pointedly look at the door. “Do you want to see if there’s anything else inside?” 
 
    There is. Of course there is. Louis has bought over a dozen toys that are stacked in the middle of a room that is clearly made for a ten-year-old. There are fluorescent stars on the ceiling, a rug with a map of the world on the floor, pictures of sharks and ships on the walls, and a whole bunch of books and games all over the place. 
 
    It’s more than I could ever dream of as a child—but I can see that it’s overwhelming for Misha. Father has always been kinda strict about what Misha could and couldn’t have, and even though I’ve gone against his rules a few times, it always had to be a secret in our house. 
 
    “Oh, do you see that? It’s your favorite series!” 
 
    I try to be excited to show Misha that it’s alright to have it all. I walk to the bookcase, tugging him after me, and after some encouragement, he shows more interest in the books and comics on the shelves. He likes to read, so I figured it would be the best place to start. 
 
    It takes us some time to explore the room, but it’s already quite late for Misha, and after the incident I can see that he’s exhausted. I help him change into a new set of pajamas, but as I lean in to press a goodnight kiss to his forehead, Misha grabs my hand. 
 
    “Can you stay with me? For the night?” He looks at me with big pleading eyes, and I can’t refuse him. It’s been a long time since he got used to sleeping on his own, but some days are just too bad to let him sleep in peace. 
 
    I stay with Misha for a while, holding his hand and reading a new book about time travel, until I hear him sniff in his sleep. His grip on my hand weakens, and with a quick kiss to his small palm, I lay it on the bed next to him and quietly leave the room. 
 
    Well, that went better than I expected. I know it’s gonna take some time for Misha to get used to the new place, but I hope that in a couple of weeks—wait. I stop in the hallway and shake my head. What couple of weeks? I’m gonna get rid of Louis and escape this goddamn place long before that. 
 
    Speaking of Louis… 
 
    “I think we need to talk,” I say as soon as he opens the door. Louis raises his eyebrows but, after a moment, steps away to let me in. 
 
    I only had to knock on the doors of two empty rooms to find him, so I take it as a success. But only when I step into the room do I realize that this is, in fact, his bedroom, and Louis himself stands before me in a bathrobe, with his hair curly and his skin oozing the scent of shower gel. Damn it. It smells good. 
 
    When I turn back to Louis, the outline of his body and the look of his dark eyes send a wave of heat through me. But I purse my lips and force myself to stand straight, focusing on his eyes only. Shit. I really should’ve thought this through before barging into his room in the middle of the night, still in my wedding dress, but whatever. It doesn’t matter. I won’t let him touch me again. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here,” Louis says with a note of confusion as he lingers by the door with his arms crossed. His gaze darts over my body, as if I came here offering myself, and for some goddamn reason, it makes me feel hot. 
 
    It’s too bad that I know how good he is in bed—but no, Sasha, focus. 
 
    “Don’t think that I want to be here,” I say, just to make sure that it’s clear: I did not come to his damn bedroom to have sex with him. 
 
    But Louis only chuckles and shrugs, and it doesn’t look like he actually believes me. “Sure. What do you want to talk about, then?” 
 
    Isn’t it obvious? 
 
    “I want to know what happened today. Why did the Mexicans attack us? How did they get into your territory in the first place?” 
 
    Louis’s expression darkens, and he looks away with a frown. “I wish I had the answers. Matteo and Paolo will check our border patrols. The Mexicans probably knew about the wedding and used it to sneak past our guards.” 
 
    What? I frown in confusion. But it doesn’t make any sense. “Aren’t you friends with them or something? I’m pretty sure I saw Gerardo’s daughter at the wedding.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jacinta was there, but…the deal didn’t work out as we planned.” Louis scratches the back of his head with an unsure look on his face. “The Escarra people have betrayed us, even though they refuse to admit it.” 
 
    “What do you mean they refuse to admit it?” I frown and cross my arms, trying to understand him. “The Mexicans attacked us in your territory, isn’t that enough proof?” 
 
    “Well, we can’t prove that it was the Mexicans who did it—that’s why they wear their masks. Did you see them?” Louis gestures at his face, and I nod. Yeah, it was weird, but it didn’t change the fact that we all knew who they were. “I know, it doesn’t make sense, but Gerardo will claim that we were mistaken and it wasn’t his people. And if Riccardo openly accuses him of planning an attack against us, it will start a war, and—” 
 
    “Nobody wants a war,” I repeat the words I’ve already heard a hundred times and sigh out loud, covering my eyes with a hand. Goddamnit. The Messinas are just as weak as Yuriy. “And here I thought we would finally be safe…” 
 
    “Oh, but you will.” I hear Louis step closer and immediately glare at him over my fingers. “You already are.” 
 
    “Yes?” I laugh bitterly and gesture at the torn sleeves of my dress. “Doesn’t look like it.” 
 
    Louis pauses in his step and sighs, nodding. “I know, it was my fault that I drove straight into their trap, but…trust me, I will never let any harm come to you or your son.” 
 
    Oh. His words make something in my chest warm up—but I know it’s all empty words. Louis looks so goddamn noble, standing here and swearing to protect me, but where was his honor when he gave the order to kill my mom? Where was his decency when he looked me in the eyes and told me not to be so dramatic? Yes, it’s been years, but the scar in my heart has never healed. 
 
    I purse my lips and straighten my shoulders, looking him in the eyes with a squint of contempt. “Oh, look at you. A knight in shining armor. Since when do you care about us?” 
 
    “Since today,” Louis replies with an absolutely serious frown, and I can’t help but chuckle. He can’t be silly enough to think that our marriage is gonna make me forget about everything he’s done! 
 
    But it looks like that because, a moment later, Louis steps forward and reaches for my hands, but I snatch them out of his reach before he can even touch me. He purses his lips, looking up at me with a stern look in his eyes, and it looks like he finally understands that I don’t care about his charms. 
 
    “Sasha, you are my wife and my partner, and both you and Misha are a part of my family now. Of course I care about—” 
 
    “God, can you stop this nonsense?” I finally blow up and step toward Louis, pushing his chest so hard that he stumbles backward. “How dare you talk about care and trust after everything that happened? You are a jerk, Louis Messina.” 
 
    His eyes widen for a moment before he clenches his jaw, glaring at me with dangerous fire in his eyes. But it’s too late for me to care about the consequences. His closeness makes my heart ache and my body burn with the desire to either have him or kill him. 
 
    “You have no shame and no fucking heart, and I don’t care what you think about me, but I will never ever be your partner again!” 
 
    I stop just a couple of inches from him, breathing heavily and glaring at him with my head pushed back to see his face properly. God, I hate the height difference between us. It used to do things to me when Louis was manhandling me in bed and basically doing whatever he wanted with my body. 
 
    I can still feel the strength and warmth of his body just from standing so close to him, and it makes my heart beat faster. Goddamnit. I have to get out of here before I do something stupid. So I clench my jaw, straighten my spine, and raise my chin in a posture of confidence. 
 
    “Good night, dear husband. Hope you never wake up again,” I say with what hopefully sounds like disdain and move to walk past him—but suddenly Louis catches my shoulders and forces me back into my place. “What are you—” 
 
    “So you still want to pretend like you hate me?” he almost growls, looking at me with fire in the dark depths of his eyes, pushing me to walk backward. 
 
    Pretend? I huff mockingly and try to get out of his grip—but his hands are too strong. Louis holds my shoulders tightly enough to have complete control over my arms, and my hands can’t reach him properly. He forces me to walk back all the way to the wall, and I stumble a few times, losing my heels and hissing curses at him. 
 
    “And what are you gonna do now?” I say, looking into his eyes with a mocking chuckle as soon as my back hits the wall. Louis is practically looming over me, but I’m too hot and angry to feel scared. “I thought you promised to keep me from harm, but I guess that was just another pile of bullshit, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not gonna harm you.” Louis smirks, but it looks almost predatory, sending a wave of hot shivers under my skin. “I’m gonna make you feel good.” 
 
    “You bast—” 
 
    But his lips cut off my protests, and I can only try to pull away, but the back of my head hits the wall. Goddamnit. I purse my lips, shut my eyes, and try to hit him with my fists, but his grip doesn’t give me enough room to swing my hands properly. My blows end up being too weak to do him any harm, and I…I realize that I’m losing my strength from his kiss. 
 
    No matter how hard I try to keep my mind focused, my body quickly succumbs to the warmth of his lips on mine and his hands on my shoulders. Wherever we touch, I feel his heat even through the layers of my dress and his bathrobe, and it spreads deep under my skin. Desire tightens my guts, forcing my muscles to relax and my heart to beat faster, and all too late I find myself responding to his kiss. 
 
    As soon as I realize it, though, I try to get away from him with renewed vigor, slapping his back and meekly kicking his legs. No, I’m not gonna be such easy prey to him! I hum into his lips and, without a second thought, bite into his lower lip. It finally makes Louis pull back with a hiss, and I can’t help a triumphant smile. 
 
    “So what? Got it?” I tell him mockingly, pausing my attempts to push him away, and Louis glares at me with blood on his lip. 
 
    “All I got is that you still want me.” 
 
    What? No, you idiot! 
 
    But before I can say anything, Louis suddenly wraps his arms around my back, lining my elbows against my waist, and picks me up. I gasp as soon as my feet get off the ground, and my whole body freezes in his grip. I don’t want to get out of his arms only to end up on the floor with a bruise, okay? 
 
    “I hate you,” I grumble through my teeth, keeping my gaze away from his face, but it doesn’t impress Louis. 
 
    “Your body doesn’t think so.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and scoff, but damn it, he’s kinda right. My pulse is fast, and my body is on fire, burning with the desire to get him closer. It’s been almost ten years since we had sex, but the memories of it come up in my mind all too quickly, reminding me how good it felt to be completely in his power. 
 
    Maybe just one time? It wouldn’t do me any harm—but no, shit, how can I even think about it? 
 
    I shut my eyes, trying to pull myself together, and that’s exactly when Louis drops me on the bed. God, why is it so easy for him to handle me, and why is my body so weak for him? 
 
    “Damn animal,” I grumble, just to remind him what I truly think about him, but Louis only chuckles and presses a quick kiss to my lips. 
 
    His hands caress my face and my neck and slide down my sides, making me writhe underneath him—and before I know it, Louis grabs my hips and forces me to roll onto my stomach. I flail my arms in surprise, blindly feeling the mattress and trying to push myself up, but he quickly catches my wrists and pulls them behind my back. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you don’t like it,” Louis murmurs into my ears, and I can feel his fingers tracing the lines of my corset. God, why does it make me tremble? 
 
    I keep my eyes closed and bite my lip, refusing to say anything, but I can’t find it in me to keep fighting him. Everything inside of me is tight and heated, only waiting for him, and even my thoughts become blurry and lost. The embers of anger are still glowing in me, but the fire of desire is burning bright enough to take over, and I can’t help it. 
 
    I want Louis. 
 
    With one hand still holding my wrists, Louis unties my corset, pulls the laces out, and a second later, I feel him wrapping them around my wrists. Oh god. I bury my face into the mattress, refusing to show him any signs of arousal, but he knows me too well. 
 
    “Does it feel good already?” Louis almost purrs, stroking my arms with pure satisfaction in his voice, and I clench my fists in an attempt to protest. But I quickly relax them with a shiver when Louis’s hands slide under the skirt of my dress and finally touch my skin. 
 
    Shit. I shut my eyes tighter, trying not to show any reaction whatsoever—but it does feel good. His palms are big and warm, caressing my knees and thighs before sliding up to squeeze my butt. It almost makes me hum into the mattress, but I bite my lip and tense up to force myself to stay still. 
 
    “You don’t have to be so stressed about it, baby.” Louis pats my butt and chuckles. “I will only give you pleasure tonight.” 
 
    I want to tell him to shut up—his cocky voice is annoyingly hot—but my lips are pressed into his mattress, and before I can think about turning my head, Louis slides my panties down my thighs. Wait, he’s not gonna eat me out, is he? 
 
    He is. I pull my lip between my teeth, tensing up in anticipation, and as soon as his tongue touches my body, I have to bite to stop myself from moaning. A pleased hum makes its way past my lips, but Louis doesn’t acknowledge it and continues petting me, holding my thighs for stability. Oh god, oh god, oh god— 
 
    I shut my eyes tighter and let out a shaky moan into the sheets when Louis slides his finger inside of me while licking me all over. Ah, why does it have to feel so good? My breathing becomes too heavy to handle, so I turn my head to the side and gasp for breath, fidgeting slightly. 
 
    It feels so nice to have the cool sheets under my hot cheeks that I slightly slide forward, unable to control my body properly. But Louis wraps his arm around my thighs to keep me in one place and chuckles hoarsely. “It’s too late to escape, Cinderella.” 
 
    “Go to hell, prince,” I breathe out without a second thought, not caring how deep and slurred my voice is. 
 
    “Oh, are you sure?” 
 
    Louis pushes his fingers deeper inside, making me shudder and arch on the bed from the jolt of pleasure—but a moment later, he pulls them out and moves away. My body shivers from the touch of cool air on the wet, hot traces of his lips, and I whine quietly, writhing to get him back. 
 
    “I almost want to leave you here like this,” Louis murmurs, and I feel his hands on my sides and arms, stroking me gently. “Tied up and waiting, just for me. What do you think?” 
 
    Even with my mind blurred by arousal, I still have enough self-control to mumble, “Never.” 
 
    But Louis only chuckles. “We’ll see, baby.” 
 
    And the next moment, he lines himself up against me and thrusts inside, making both of us groan from pleasure. God, it feels good. My body opens up to him, taking him in, and through the pounding of my heart, I can hear indistinct praise coming from Louis. 
 
    He strokes my thighs and sides, sliding his hands under the fabric and turning my dress into an even bigger mess, but I don’t care. Every movement of his hips sends a wave of pleasure through my body, and the deeper he goes, the harder it is to keep my moans quiet. The sheets under my lips turn wet from my hot breath and saliva, and I mindlessly bite into them, whining and whimpering for more. 
 
    “That’s it, good girl,” Louis murmurs and pulls out, untying my wrists before sliding his hands to my thighs. 
 
    I can only shiver from the empty feeling he leaves behind and follow his hands, rolling onto my back. I’m too out of my mind to care about decency, so I just raise my knees in the air, giving him open access to my body. Louis curses under his breath and immediately takes the invitation, slamming in—and I cry out loud, shaking and wrapping my legs around him to pull him closer. 
 
    My hands are finally free to grasp the sheets in tight fists, and I arch my back against the mattress when Louis starts rubbing me. Oh, that’s too much, oh, that’s good, that’s so good. I shut my eyes tightly while my hips instinctively jolt toward his hand before going down to take him deeper. Shit, shit, it’s too much, I’m gonna— 
 
    The pleasure hits me hard, rising from the tips of my toes, and I squeeze Louis with my knees and shudder in the throes of orgasm. He keeps going for a few more seconds, but I can feel his thrusts turning deep and erratic. It doesn’t take him long to bury himself deep inside of me with a stifled moan, and I hold him in my own daze. 
 
    Oh, shit. I really shouldn’t have done this. 
 
    The realization dawns on me only a minute later, but well, it was good enough to be worth it. Not that it changes anything between us, right? I lick my lips and swallow, trying to pull my thoughts together. Damn, I have to get out of here. 
 
    “See?” Louis murmurs in a hoarse whisper, and I can feel his breath on my shoulder. “We are still good together.” 
 
    “No, we are not.” 
 
    I push his shoulder, rolling him off of me. I knew he’d think that sex could fix everything between us—but how on earth could it fix what he has done? Before Louis has the time to catch me again, I get up, barely holding my dress together, and turn to look down at him. 
 
    “You are not a human, Louis Messina. You are nothing but an enemy of mine.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 - Louis 
 
      
 
    God, what is that supposed to mean? 
 
    As soon as Sasha walks out of the room, I roll onto my back and cover my eyes with my wrist. I’m still not entirely over the whole damn firework that went off under my skin just a few minutes ago. It’s been a long time since I had such a powerful orgasm, but Sasha and I have always been a perfect match in bed, so it’s no surprise. 
 
    Why the hell does she keep treating me like I killed her mother or something? I could see how much she enjoyed being with me again, and I’m sure she still has feelings for me. But it looks like Sasha’s been holding a grudge all these years, and…god, it just doesn’t make any sense! 
 
    Back at the train station, she insisted that it had nothing to do with our breakup—but what is it, then? What did I do? 
 
    I groan under my breath and roll to the side. The sheets still smell of Sasha, and I can feel the arousal kick in again. My heart is still frantic just thinking about her, and maybe it’s time for me to admit that Jacinta was right. My old feelings for Sasha have never died, and now I want to bring back what we had nine years ago. 
 
    But is it possible? I chew my lips, staring at the patterns on the wall illuminated by the faint light from the ceiling. She keeps saying that she hates me, but it didn’t look like it when she kissed me back or arched her back to take me deeper, moaning into the—I shake my head and sit up on the bed. No, wrong direction, I don’t want to get any harder tonight. 
 
    I take a shower to clear my thoughts a little, and by the time I get back to bed I have a plan in mind. Talk to her. Yes, as simple as that. I mean, Sasha clearly holds something against me, but if I don’t even know what it is, I can’t fix it, right? 
 
    So first I have to find out the reason, and then…well, if she’s still mad about our breakup, I’ll do everything I can to prove to her that I’m not the same brainless coward who was too scared of responsibilities to keep the only girl that truly mattered to him. 
 
    With that, I finally pass out in the bed still smelling of our bodies, and by the time I wake up I’m hard again. Goddamnit. That's married life for you, huh? I get out of the shower some time later, determined to catch Sasha and talk to her properly. But the first thing I see when I unlock my phone is a message from Riccardo telling me to wrap up the honeymoon and come to the warehouse to talk about yesterday's ambush. 
 
    When I get down to the first floor, dressed and ready to take off, I catch Sasha and her son in the kitchen, speaking in low voices while making breakfast. As soon as I show up, Misha looks at me and immediately casts his gaze down with a frown, avoiding my gaze. Ah, I guess the toys weren’t good enough to get him on my side. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greet them with a smile, trying to sound cheerful, but Sasha only gives me a cold look. She’s wearing a pair of sweatpants and a sleeveless shirt with the outline of her bra peeking around her breasts, and god, why does she have to be so hot? 
 
    “Are you leaving already?” She quirks an eyebrow and turns away to the pan to flip over the fried eggs. They smell good enough to make my mouth water, but something tells me neither of them would be happy to share them with me. 
 
    I don’t mind being a little annoying at times, but I know better than to piss Sasha off from the start. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” Still, I can’t help the teasing comment that earns me a glare from her. I only grin in response and fetch my jacket from the wardrobe by the entrance before raising a hand as a farewell. “My home is your home. See you later, guys!” 
 
    I’m almost out of the doors when I hear a quiet mumble. “Bye.” 
 
    It’s the first time I hear Misha’s voice, and even though it’s barely audible and I’m not even sure if he wanted me to hear it, I smile to myself and close the door behind me. I don’t know why, but it fills me with hope. We can still build a family together. 
 
    I spend the rest of the day with Matteo and Paolo, tracking the Mexicans and interrogating the men in our territories. They are the second best source of information, after our own patrols, and by the end of the day we already know that the Mexicans sneaked in, under the darkness of the grim weather, a few blocks away from our wedding hall. 
 
    During the evening meeting, Riccardo decides that our main goal should be catching one of the Mexicans alive to force the truth out of them—and after, I finally get to go home. The intense events of the day leave my mind tired and busy, so when I see the lights in the windows of my house, I immediately tense up. Who the hell is there? 
 
    It takes me a moment to remember about Sasha and Misha, and I rub my eyes before getting out of the car. As soon as the original surprise weakens, I feel oddly fond and happy to see my house finally alive after years of emptiness. 
 
    The first thing I hear when I step in is the high-pitched voice of an animated character dancing on the TV screen in the living room with an upbeat song. I guess it muffles my presence because, even as I step closer, I see Sasha on the couch in front of the TV with Misha curled by her side. 
 
    She looks relaxed and peaceful, watching the movie with a sleepy smile, and I wish I could be a part of their world right now. But as soon as she catches my reflection in the window, Sasha jerks upright and turns to me, no trace of contentment on her face. 
 
    “You’re back,” she says with a frown, and at the sound of her voice Misha fidgets in his sleep and sits up quickly enough to sway. 
 
    “Grandpa?” he mumbles, rubbing his eyes and moving closer to Sasha, blindly groping for her hand. “Should I go to my room?” 
 
    “No, don’t worry, teddy bear.” Sasha’s expression softens as she turns to pull him into a half-hug before glancing at me. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    Are they avoiding me now? 
 
    I watch her walk past me, Misha almost stumbling from drowsiness, and go up the stairs. Shit. Why does it make me feel so…I don’t know, scary? Terrible? I mean, yes, I am a criminal, and my hands are covered in blood. Quite literally. My knuckles are still nagging from a particularly uncooperative pimp, and I walk to the kitchen to grab a pack of ice. 
 
    But isn’t Sasha the same? She’s been an active member of the Russian Bratva since childhood, so she can’t hold my life against me. What is it, then? What’s going on in her mind? 
 
    I stay in the kitchen with a handmade charcuterie board, a glass of whiskey, and a slushy pack of ice until the sound of footsteps on the second floor pulls me out of my deep thoughts. It sounds like Misha is getting ready for bed, and I get off my stool and listen carefully. When Sasha comes out of his room, it will be the perfect time to catch her and force her to talk to me. 
 
    I go to the second floor to wait for her there, leaning against the wall and drumming my fingers impatiently. What’s taking them so long? But finally, after another ten or twenty minutes, the door of Misha’s bedroom quietly opens. Sasha carefully sneaks out of the room, closes the door, holding her breath—and freezes as she turns around and comes face to face with me. 
 
    She looks surprised for a moment, before her expression hardens into a scowl and she whispers with an aggressive note, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I want to talk to you.” I match my voice to her whisper, not willing to wake Misha up, and push myself off the wall to stand in front of her. 
 
    Sasha narrows her eyes. “Didn’t we do enough talking yesterday?” 
 
    “It wasn’t an actual conversation. Although, I wouldn’t mind repeating—” 
 
    She rolls her eyes and lays her hand on my shoulders, pushing me away. But I’m tired of the way she always avoids or ignores me, so I catch her wrist and pull her back. Sasha immediately curls her hand into a fist and yanks it out of my grip with all her strength, striking me with the side of her palm. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she growls under her breath, glaring at me right in the eyes, and for some goddamn reason, I feel a wave of arousal from the intensity of her stare. 
 
    “You didn’t seem to mind it last night.” 
 
    I smirk into her face, and Sasha immediately swings her hand to smack my face. But I expected her to attack me, so I grab her wrist before it can reach me, and while she’s distracted, trying to fight for it, I catch her other hand and push her against the wall. 
 
    “Fucking asshole,” Sasha hisses, looking up at me, and I chuckle and click my tongue. 
 
    “Isn’t that a bad word for your son to hear?” 
 
    “Shut up!” she manages to yell at me in a whisper, and I huff a chuckle and lick my lips. 
 
    I can feel her warmth against mine, and no matter how badly she wants to be mad at me, I know her body remembers and yearns for my touches. Her eyes are dark, her cheeks are pink, and the way she yields into my hands makes me lose my mind. Without a second thought, I lean in to kiss her lips—but Sasha bites me again and kicks my leg, making me hiss with pain. 
 
    Goddamnit! I growl under my breath and push her harder against the wall, kissing just the corner of her lips before murmuring breathlessly, “Why do you keep fighting me?” 
 
    I pin her hands against the wall and push my knee up and between her legs, making her tense up and rise on tiptoes. But she can’t escape the pleasure of it, and I see her closing her eyes with a shaky breath. 
 
    “Why do you keep fighting yourself?” I whisper, pressing my knee harder, and I can feel the tiny shiver that runs through her body. She enjoys it, of course she enjoys it, and I press a quick kiss on her cheek. “Isn’t it better to give yourself what you want?” 
 
    Sasha shakes her head, still pretending like she doesn’t like it, but I see her bite her lip when I rub my knee against her. God, just seeing her so aroused makes me hard in a matter of seconds. I want her so badly, and when I kiss her lips again, I feel her surrender to me. She kisses me back, pushing against my knee, and it’s not enough, it’s not enough, I want more of her. 
 
    I release one of her hands to let it slide down to her waistband—but before I even get the tips of my fingers below it, Sasha pushes her knee up to her stomach and kicks my side with her foot. The impact sends me all the way to the opposite wall, and the back of my head hits it with a loud thud, making me wince. 
 
    Ah, shit, that hurts. I reach for my head and blink my eyes open only to feel a touch of steel against my neck. I don’t know where she got it, but there’s a goddamn dagger in Sasha’s hand, and she presses it right against the frantic pulse of my artery. She looks disheveled and furious with her cheeks still pink and her eyes burning with hatred. 
 
    “You’ve forgotten your manners,” Sasha growls, pushing the blade deeper into my skin. “If you ever touch me without my permission, I will kill you, Louis Messina.” 
 
    She holds my gaze for a second longer as if making sure that I understand her, and I remain pressed against the wall, looking down at her. I can see just how pissed she is, and something tells me she can actually stab me right now, so it’s better to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    I don’t know if my silence is enough to please her, but after a long moment Sasha finally steps away from me, hides the dagger behind her back, and with a last glance my way, she turns away and walks to her bedroom. Damn it. I run a hand over my face, leaning back against the wall. Looks like I messed everything up once again. 
 
    The next morning, I don’t have a place to rush to, and after a night full of restless dreams, I get up early and get to the kitchen first. The house is quiet, just like it usually is, and I hum an old song under my breath as I start making pancakes. I don’t know if Sasha and Misha are gonna trust me enough to eat my breakfast, but I for sure want some sweet and fluffy pancakes with my coffee. 
 
    By the time they wake up, the pans are already sizzling with butter, and the kitchen smells of milk and vanilla. I don’t even hear the steps on the stairs, too focused on flipping the pancakes and dancing to my own humming, until I catch a movement in the polished surface of the hood. 
 
    I immediately turn back, following a mindless reflex, and see Sasha and Misha standing on the other side of the kitchen. The boy looks unsure, glancing between me and his mom, while Sasha looks at me with a frown as if she doesn’t understand what I’m doing here. 
 
    “Morning.” I wave at them with my spatula and gesture at the stack of pancakes on the bar counter. “Help yourself, I’m making more.” 
 
    I turn to the stove, allowing them some space to make a decision on their own. I don’t want to force my presence on them, but we are supposed to share the kitchen anyway, so isn’t it better to find a compromise right at the beginning? 
 
    I hear them talking about something in low voices, muffled by the hum of the range hood, and eventually I hear one of the stools graze the floor. A moment later I feel Sasha’s presence behind me, and I look at her over my shoulder just to keep her in my line of sight. After yesterday, I don’t trust her that much. 
 
    But Sasha ignores it and only grabs a couple of plates from the shelf next to me. She doesn’t even look at me, but when she turns away she pauses for a moment and says in a low voice, “Thank you.” 
 
    Well, it’s my pleasure. 
 
    When I turn back to the counter, half of the pancakes are already gone and Misha is pouring maple syrup over his plate with a concentrated face. It’s kinda cute, and I chuckle, walking closer. 
 
    It’s the first time I can look at him properly. Misha is quite tall and thin for a ten-year-old, especially considering that he’s a member of one of the richest families of Chicago. Unlike his mother, he has round glasses on his nose, brown hair—perhaps the heritage of his father—and the gray eyes of his grandfather. But the thin complexion, button nose, and birthmark on his shoulder make his relationship to Sasha obvious. 
 
    I don’t realize that I’m looking at him for a moment too long until Misha tenses up and puts the bottle of syrup away, avoiding looking at me. Oh, here we go again. I swallow a sigh and take a seat opposite him. Honestly, what have I done for him to be so scared of me? 
 
    “So how is it? Is it good?” I ask with a smile and look between them. Sasha obviously refuses to warm up toward me, and Misha keeps his gaze on the countertop. Yeah, amazing. 
 
    “You know, I’m kind of a pro at making pancakes! I was living on my own for so long that I had to learn how to do it. It’s nice to share it with someone, huh?” I keep talking just to fill the tense silence above the countertop and finally take a bite of my own. “Mhm, it’s not bad, but don’t you think it’s missing something?” 
 
    I hum and drum my fingers against the countertop before raising my finger with a theatrical realization. “Aha!” 
 
    It probably looks silly, but I don’t want to be all doom and gloom first thing in the morning, especially when there’s a child here. There may not be any sunshine at the beginning of December, but isn’t it still nice to start a new day? 
 
    And I’m glad to see it work because, when I get up and go to the fridge, I notice Misha’s eyes following me. He’s curious, and that’s exactly what I was hoping for. I dig out a bottle of whipped cream and blueberry sauce before opening the freezer to take out a basket of vanilla ice cream. It’s been there for a while, but I know how tasty it is in any condition. 
 
    “It’s gonna be delicious! Do you wanna try?” I put my precious sweets on the table in front of Misha, and he glances at them over his glasses and bites his lip before turning to Sasha. 
 
    She doesn’t look happy with my delivery, and for a moment it looks like she's gonna reject my offer. But eventually, her frown softens, and she sighs and gives Misha a small, encouraging smile. 
 
    “Sure, let’s try it. Looks like it’s gonna be tasty.” 
 
    And I can’t help but smile when I see Misha’s eyes open wide in delightful surprise when he takes the first bite of his pancake with ice cream and blueberry sauce on top. I don’t know why he doesn’t like me much, but I kinda like him. He’s a good kid, just a little too quiet, but I’ve spent only a couple of days with him. Maybe it’s all just the stress of changing places. 
 
    But as I figure out a few days later, it’s not. 
 
    I keep thinking about a way to talk to Sasha that won’t end up with her dagger in my neck, but none of my ideas sound reliable. Catch her after a shower? Sneak into her room at sunrise? No, those options are too creepy. Besides, I don’t think I’ll be able to resist her body, what with the way her presence affects me even on a regular day, so she’d at least attempt to kill me anyway. 
 
    But I don’t want our conversation to turn into sex either. I actually want to know what I did that upset her so much, and practice shows that even touching her sends my mind off the road completely. 
 
    While I keep musing on those thoughts, days pass by, and the situation doesn’t get better. Sasha just refuses to acknowledge my presence, and I feel like any attempts to get closer to her make the air between us that much more tense. But at least I still have hope that I’ll be able to find my way around Misha. 
 
    You see, if I can’t warm up Sasha’s heart toward me, the least I can do is become friends with her son—which, as it turns out, is not so easy. 
 
    Usually, I get along with kids of all ages. Max and Romeo—Elena and Matteo’s sons respectively—are always fun to play with, and even though Luna doesn’t know yet what it means to play games with Uncle Louis, she adores me in her own way. But Misha is just…I don’t know, he’s kinda difficult. 
 
    He doesn’t talk, doesn’t play games, and whenever I offer to watch some TV shows or movies together, he just sits on the other side of the couch quietly, holding on to his knees with his eyes focused on the screen. He rarely smiles and never laughs, at least not in my presence, and even when I bring him a new set of LEGO, he only stares at it for a moment with wide eyes before thanking me with just a ghost of a smile on his lips. 
 
    And do you know what? I blame Sasha for it. I’m sure she told Misha some bullshit about me just to make him dislike me. She obviously doesn’t appreciate my attempts to spend time with him, but at least she rarely takes him away unless Misha himself runs to her at the first hint of her appearance. 
 
    It’s plenty suspicious, huh? I mean, of course, Misha is her son, so she has every right to dictate what is right or wrong for him to do…but I’m her husband! She can’t just expect us to spend the rest of our lives on different sides of the same house? 
 
    It’s really annoying to think that Sasha manipulated her son into hating me—but my theory starts to crumble when I notice an old scar on his neck. We’re in the middle of building a LEGO tower together after Misha, very reluctantly, allowed me to join him, and whenever he crouches down to fit small pieces together, I see a pink line leading down under his collar. 
 
    As bad at keeping my curiosity down as I am, I clear my throat and ask him just a few minutes later, “Hey, Misha, do you, uh, do you have any cool scars? I have a few on my belly, wanna see? For example, this one is from when I got shot while chasing down…probably some of your distant relatives.” 
 
    I chuckle while Misha only glances at the constellations of scars and burns on my abdomen and looks away with an even deeper frown than before. “Scars aren’t cool. They hurt.” 
 
    “Not if they are very old.” 
 
    He purses his lips, rearranging the roof of the tower. “They’re ugly.” 
 
    “Not all of them.” 
 
    “Mine are.” 
 
    Oh. I don’t like how that sounds. I frown a little, looking at him, and lower my voice. “Do you have many of them?” 
 
    Misha pauses in his movements and looks at me briefly, as always avoiding my gaze as soon as our eyes meet. “Do you really want to see?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    After a few seconds of hesitance, Misha places the LEGO block in his hands on the floor and reaches over his shoulders with both arms. He tugs at the fabric of his shirt and as soon as he pulls it out of his pants, I see the first scar, then another one, and another. There’s a whole pattern of pink and red scars covering his back and leading down under his pants. 
 
    “See, they’re ugly,” Misha murmurs and lets go of his shirt, hiding everything, and I…I don’t even know what to say. 
 
    I sit there for a moment, looking for words, because I feel like I have to say something. I’d hate to let him think that enduring so much pain makes him worse than other kids. 
 
    “You know, it…I think it only shows that you are very strong.” I slowly reach to pat his shoulder, and Misha only glances at me but doesn’t move away. It gives me the courage to keep going. “Who did this to you?” 
 
    He purses his lips hard, refusing to say anything for a long moment. I don’t push him and switch back to the tower when Misha finally mutters, “Grandpa.” 
 
    Nikolai? My eyes widen, and I freeze for a moment, but I try to keep my shock from showing so I don’t scare Misha away. Goddamnit. Elena has said before that this man is a psycho, but to do something like this to his own grandson? 
 
    “Why…?” I murmur to myself, but Misha catches it all the same. 
 
    “Grandpa often loses his patience when I do something wrong. He says I shouldn’t have been born at all because I can only spoil—” 
 
    “Misha?” Sasha’s voice makes us both startle, and we turn around simultaneously to see her by the couch with a worried frown on her face. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Her voice is gentle, even though when she looks at me, I see only ice in her eyes. But right now, my mind is too shaken to care about that. 
 
    Our conversation doesn’t seem to impress Misha too much, though, because his voice is as quiet and steady as usual. “Yes, Mom.” 
 
    Sasha looks at him for a moment before sighing and gesturing at the kitchen. “It’s time for lunch. I’ve made some hot chocolate for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Misha gets up and turns around to look at me. “We can finish it later, alright?” 
 
    He looks so serious I can’t help but chuckle. “Sure.” 
 
    Misha nods and walks away to the kitchen, but before Sasha can follow him, I call her. She lingers for a moment before turning around with a silent question. 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “About Nikolai.” I glance at the kitchen and lower my voice. “About what he did to Misha.” 
 
    Sasha’s expression immediately hardens, and she clenches her jaw and looks at me with a glint of steel in her green eyes. “Yes, it’s true, so I hope you have enough brains to never bring it up again.” 
 
    She walks away without another word, and all I can do is sit there with my heart cold and my eyes staring into the distance. God, what monster would do something like this to a child? I have to admit, I’ve seen plenty of examples of child abuse on the outskirts of Chicago’s crime-ridden neighborhoods, and physical punishment is nothing new in the Mafia world…but still, it shakes me to the core. 
 
    Misha is such a smart, quiet, and well-behaved child. How could his own grandfather torture him for the smallest hint of disobedience? And why hasn’t anyone done anything about it? My first instinct is to blame Sasha for it, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that, with her dependence on her father, she couldn’t do much to stop him. 
 
    What about her mother, then? Her cousins? The guards in their place? Have they all just been watching it for years? A heated wave of fury rises in my chest at the thought, followed by a strong urge to protect the boy. He may not be my son, but he is a part of my family now, so there’s no way I will ever let him suffer again. 
 
    After our conversation in the living room, an urge to make Misha smile and prove that I will never be like his goddamn grandfather follows me everywhere, making me forget even about Sasha. He’s been through enough shit in his life, so why not give him a chance to have some real fun and be happy if only for a day? 
 
    It takes me a few days and a quick conversation with Matteo to figure out what to do, so one day when Sasha leaves the house to deal with Misha’s documents for school, I knock on the door of his room. Every little sound immediately goes quiet, and I wait for a while for Misha to acknowledge my presence, but he never does. 
 
    “Hey, Misha, it’s Louis,” I say eventually, trying to sound calm and cheerful at the same time. “Can I talk to you?” 
 
    Another pause. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s not that!” I shake my head even though he can’t see me. “I only wanted to offer…um, I’m going somewhere fun, so I thought maybe you wanted to join me?” 
 
    Damn, that didn’t sound very good, did it? I grimace, blaming myself for the weird choice of words, when I hear movement behind the door. “With Mom?” 
 
    “No, she’s not at home, and…well, I don’t think she would allow you to come with me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to make her upset.” 
 
    Yeah, I kinda expected that he’d say something like this, and it’s fair. At his age, I wouldn’t want to upset Mom either. 
 
    “Sure, I understand, it’s alright. I just—there will be popcorn, amusement rides, real sharks, and, you know, plenty of fun stuff to do. Besides, the weather is nice, so I thought you’d like to join?” I finish it with a half-question, still hoping to wake up some excitement in Misha, but he remains silent and I sigh. “Well, maybe next time.” 
 
    Ah, damn. 
 
    It wasn’t a total failure, though, because at least Misha showed some interest. I have to think about something to do at home, then…or with Sasha, even though I have a hard time imagining her playing games with me. Maybe an inflatable amusement park? I hum, walking down the stairs. It doesn’t sound like perfect outdoor fun for December, although— 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    Suddenly, Misha’s voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I turn around only to see him at the top of the stairs. He looks hesitant, casting his gaze to the floor as soon as I look at him, but it looks like he can’t help his curiosity all the same. 
 
    With a warm heart, I can’t help but chuckle. “Navy Pier. Do you know that place?” 
 
    “Yes. My English teacher told me about it.” 
 
    “Have you ever been there?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Do you want to go?” 
 
    Misha finally raises his head, glancing at me before looking around. Sasha’s absence is clear in the quiet of the house, and I can see hesitance in his eyes. “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to your mom, don’t worry about it.” She may cut out my guts, but I think I can deal with it. “So, are you in?” 
 
    After a few seconds of hesitance, Misha nods. 
 
    He doesn’t trust me, though, that much is clear, and all the way to the pier he remains tense and quiet, just staring out the window with his hands clasped on his lap. I can’t blame him, of course—he barely knows me. But that’s exactly what I want to change today. 
 
    As soon as we arrive, I send a quick message to Sasha to let her know that we’re in the city. After all, making her lose her mind and getting all three of us in trouble are not my goals. But I switch my phone to airplane mode as soon as the message is delivered and put it in my pocket. 
 
    “So where do you want to go first?” I turn to Misha with a grin and gesture at the bright scenery behind the windshield. 
 
    The weather is warm and sunny for December, and there are plenty of tourists all over the place. But it’s not even half as bad as it usually is during the summer, and that’s good. I don’t want to overwhelm Misha with a crowd of strangers. The stalls with street food are exuding steam, the amusement rides are flashing with colors, and the water of Lake Michigan is as cold and calm as ever. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Misha mutters with his gaze darting all over the place. Of course he doesn’t. He’s never been here! 
 
    I demonstratively pat myself on the forehead, hoping to earn a chuckle from him, and look around. Well, the Children's Museum would be a good place to start, right? 
 
    As it turns out, though, we had to make a reservation beforehand, and all tickets are sold out for today. It’s been a while since I wasn’t allowed to enter a place, but I’m not in the mood to show my gun in front of a bunch of kids, so I only glare at the cashier and walk away. Whatever. I’m sure there are better places around—and it doesn’t take long for us to find them. 
 
    It’s been a while since I visited Navy Pier, and it almost surprises me just how many attractions there are for children of all ages. Carousels, gardens, enormous cruise ships, stalls with toys and cotton candy, and of course, the amusement rides. At first, Misha only looks at them with big eyes but shakes his head whenever I invite him to take a ride, but after a long walk along the pier, I see that he’s starting to get used to it. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s the place, the sweet smells, the lively music, or the children running around, but Misha’s tension gradually weakens. Instead of staying glued to me, he starts exploring more and walking to the side of the pier to look at the dark water. He is a curious kid, so when he finally allows himself to show it, excitement quickly takes over. 
 
    Misha doesn’t yell or run around like the children around him, but he becomes more open and lively, and it warms my heart to watch him sigh with awe when we reach the end of the pier. The lake stretches in front of us all the way to the horizon, and waves gently beat against the cement blocks of the pier. It is quite a pretty sight. 
 
    “Do you like it here?” I ask when we finally turn back, and Misha finally smiles at me and nods. “Good! That’s good. Now, do you want to take a ride on this wheel?” 
 
    I point at the Centennial Wheel standing above the pier, and even though his eyes open wide and he bites his lip in uncertainty, Misha eventually agrees. But to get there, we have to survive a huge line of tourists, so I buy both of us corn dogs and ice cream and stand next to Misha so that the wind blowing from the lake doesn’t reach him. If I get him sick, Sasha will skin me alive. 
 
    “You know,” I mumble through a substantial bite of pistachio ice cream, looking at the sun slowly descending toward the horizon. “When I was two years older than you, Mom took me here for my birthday. I was training very hard at the time because I wanted to become a better Mafia member—at least, better than my best friend Riccardo.” 
 
    “Riccardo?” Misha repeats with a frown, and I guess the name is familiar even to him. 
 
    “Yes. He is the head of our family now, but it doesn’t matter. I’m still better than him.” I wave a hand, and Misha chuckles, munching on his cone. “But what I’m saying is that, when Mom and I were coming back home that day I told her that I wanted to be a pirate.” 
 
    He huffs and fixes his glasses. “Pirates aren’t real.” 
 
    “Oh, they are, but I didn’t know anything about them. All I wanted was to hop on a boat and sail to the horizon with my mom.” 
 
    “Isn’t it a lake?” Misha looks around with suspicion before looking up at me. “You wouldn’t sail far away.” 
 
    “You are too smart for your age, do you know that?” I quirk an eyebrow at him, and he huffs, but I can see a satisfied smile in the corner of his lips. Who would’ve thought it would be so easy to make him happy? “Alright, now, if you’re so smart do you see a trash bin anywhere near here?” 
 
    Misha immediately points at a bin just five feet away, and I chuckle, take a corn dog stick from his hand, and throw it away along with my napkins before returning to the line. Damn, it still looks enormous. 
 
    “Do you think we’re gonna get there today?” I glance at the setting sun before turning to Misha, and he shrugs. 
 
    “Maybe. We can always leave if it gets too late.” 
 
    I nod and push my hands into my pockets, looking around. I forgot how good of a place this is for kids. For an adult, it’s a little too noisy, but if you have a family to spend time with— 
 
    “Louis?” Misha tugs at my sleeve, and I immediately focus on him. What, did something happen? Does he want to pee? But he only looks at me for a moment and sighs with a serious frown. “I forgive you for killing Grandma.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “You seem nice, and to be honest, I don’t remember her that well anyway.” 
 
    What is he talking about? For a moment, I just stare at him with wide eyes and open mouth before I shake my head to come back to my senses. “What do you mean? I didn’t kill your Grandma!” 
 
    Perhaps it comes out a little too loud because the couple in front of us gives me quick looks over their shoulders. But I don’t care about that right now. I don’t even know who Misha’s grandmother is, and I know all of my victims by name. This must be a very bad fucking joke! 
 
    Misha seems to catch my shock because he studies me for a moment with a frown as if trying to decide if I’m genuine before shrugging. “Maybe you’re right, I don’t know. Grandpa told us you did it.” 
 
    Us? I blink. Oh, shit. That explains a lot. 
 
    In the end, we do get to ride the Centennial Wheel even if slightly later than I expected. But it’s all worth it when I hear Misha laugh and wow in awe for the first time when we reach the peak of the wheel. I try to focus on his excitement and not my own gloomy thoughts, but it’s almost impossible at this point. 
 
    How can Sasha think that I killed her mom? The thought itself makes everything inside of me boil from anger and indignation. I just can’t believe it! And she’s never even talked to me about it! But I breathe out all of my frustration and focus on keeping the air light between Misha and me. Right now, this is way more important. I can’t ruin the end of the day with my own sour mood. 
 
    When we get down on the ground, I have a fleeting thought of taking him somewhere to have dinner together, but it’s already getting too dark, and the possibility of being tracked and killed by Sasha grows with every passing second. So instead, we grab some takeout pizza and drive home. 
 
    “Misha!” Sasha runs out of the house as soon as we turn into the driveway. Misha himself jumps up in his seat, tightening his grip on the toy ship I bought him, and his eyes light up with excitement. He’s no less happy to see her, and I have to admit it’s very cute. 
 
    “Mom!” He jumps out of the car as soon as I stop it and runs into her open arms. “I’m sorry I didn’t ask for your permission, but Louis said he’d tell you, and look, he got me a ship! We had corn dogs and ice cream, and we got on the wheel and went very-very high. I could see the whole city from there!” 
 
    While Misha is talking about our trip, Sasha is frantically groping him, checking if he’s alright. She looks scared out of her mind, and for the first time, I genuinely feel bad for making her worried. I knew she wouldn’t like it, but I didn’t realize that she would lose her mind with worry, and…yeah, well, that was a shitty thing to do. 
 
    “What wheel? Where have you been?” Sasha cups Misha’s cheeks, holding his face with a look of concern. 
 
    “At Navy Pier! Louis said he’ll take me there again, and maybe you could come with us.” 
 
    “Ah, of course, Louis told you this.” 
 
    Finally, Sasha’s attention switches to me, and I can literally see her eyes light up with fury. She immediately gets up on her feet, protectively holding Misha closer, and points at me, seething with anger. 
 
    “Have you lost your goddamn mind, Louis Messina? He is my son, and you have no right to take him away without my permission. I swear to god, if something like this happens again, I will kill you with my bare—” 
 
    “No, Mommy,” Misha says all of a sudden, tugging at the hem of her shirt with pleading eyes. “He’s good. We had so much fun!” 
 
    “I don’t care how much fun you had, you can’t just leave me like that!” Sasha bursts out, and I hear a distant hint of a frightened tremble in her voice. She probably catches it herself because she purses her lips and closes her eyes for a moment, cooling down. 
 
    Misha casts his gaze down, looking scolded, and I see the torment in Sasha’s eyes as she crouches down next to him. “Listen, teddy bear, I’m glad you had fun together, but I was losing my mind with worry. I was very very scared for you, baby.” 
 
    “I know, Mom. I’m sorry.” He nods and wraps his arms around her neck, but…ah, I can’t watch him take it on himself. 
 
    “It’s not his fault. I should’ve thought about it before taking him away.” 
 
    Sasha sharply turns to me with her jaw clenched and her eyes throwing daggers at me. “Yes, you should’ve.” 
 
    “Maybe next time, you could come with us?” Misha pulls back with hope in his voice, and Sasha and I exchange a quick glance before she sighs. 
 
    “Well, we’ll see. Now, go inside and change your clothes, we’re having dinner soon.” 
 
    “Oh, pizza?” Misha looks at me with excitement, and I look at Sasha with an awkward smile and shrug. 
 
    “Uh, we bought some, is that okay?” 
 
    She looks at me for a moment with pursed lips and nods. “Okay.” 
 
    Misha bounces in his spot before taking off toward the door of the house. He looks a little overstimulated, but it’s better than seeing him hidden behind the mask of indifference. Ten years of his childhood were taken away, so it’s time to bring some of it back. I watch him with a mindless smile when Sasha’s voice interrupts my thoughts. 
 
    “I was serious, Louis.” She crosses her arms, watching me with a squint. “If you do something like this again, I will kill you.” 
 
    Ah, hasn’t she promised that too many times already? 
 
    But her words remind me of Misha's words from before, and as soon as she turns to the house, I hurry forward and catch her shoulder. “Wait, Sa—” 
 
    She immediately spins around, and before I know it her dagger is already under my chin. Okay, got it. I let go of her shoulder and step back with my hands raised, holding her gaze. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to—ah, whatever. Do you really think that I killed your mother?” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes immediately widen, her grip on her dagger tightens, and for a moment it looks like she’s gonna slash my throat here and now. But after a moment of tension, she breathes out and steps back, looking away. 
 
    “I know you did,” she says quietly, and my whole body warms up with a wave of protest. 
 
    “No, I didn’t! I swear, I’ve never touched your mother, I don’t even know who she is.” 
 
    “Who she was,” Sasha corrects me immediately and looks up, eyeing me with an unreadable gaze. “Of course you didn’t touch her. You had other people to do it for you.” 
 
    “What? No, it’s not that, I just—” 
 
    “Stop this bullshit,” Sasha cuts me off with a grimace of disgust. “God, you can’t even admit to your own crimes like a man. I can’t believe I used to love you.” 
 
    And for some reason, it goes straight into my chest, piercing my heart like a needle. I freeze in my place, silently watching her turn away and walk into the house. No, no, I don’t care how harsh that sounded, it can’t be real. I know she still has feelings for me, I just— 
 
    God, I really need someone to explain to me what’s going on. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    I go down the stairs and stop at the edge of the living room with my hands on my hips. “Misha, have you finished your homework?” 
 
    He quickly sits up, turning around to look at me from the carpet, and by one look at his face I know that he hasn’t. It’s been just five days since Misha got enrolled in the local school, and he’s already slacking. I mean, it’s good that he doesn’t feel the pressure of Father’s disapproval, but still. 
 
    “But Mom, it’s Friday!” he pouts with a complaint in his voice. “I have the whole weekend for that.” 
 
    Oh, is it Friday? I close my eyes with a sigh and pinch my nose. Damn it. I’ve kinda lost count of the days since we moved here. How long has it been? Two weeks? Three? I shake my head and open my eyes. God, it’s been almost a month, and I’m still here. 
 
    “Alright, well…” I look around, trying to find a way to avoid admitting my own dumb mistake. “The sooner you do it, the better.” 
 
    Misha purses his lips in response, and even though it’s not the best behavior I’m still glad to see him being more lively than before. “But, Mom, I want to play some more. The Red Leopards have almost defeated the Black Octopuses, I can’t let it happen again!” 
 
    He pointedly looks at the whole fleet of ships and boats engaged in what looks like a fierce sea battle. Almost all of these toys have been brought by Louis, and you know what? It looks like a goddamn bribery to me. And it works! 
 
    Ever since Louis stole Misha to go on that damn trip to Navy Pier, the two of them have been getting along like best friends. And okay, I have to admit, it makes me happy to see Misha being more open and talkative these days, but…ah, come on, it’s Louis we’re talking about! He can’t just casually steal my son’s affection, it’s not fair. 
 
    I huff, trying to breathe out my frustration, and focus on Misha. “Alright, you can keep playing, but don’t forget that you have a painting lesson later, okay? Mrs. Lee is gonna arrive in half an hour.” 
 
    He nods, already diving back into his game, and I watch him for a few seconds before turning around to the kitchen. I know Louis is at home, but he’s been staying in his office for most of the day, and I don’t really like it. How am I supposed to know when he’s gonna show up? I’m not keen on bumping into him, to be honest. 
 
    Even after weeks of living together, I still feel tense in Louis’s presence. The sheath of my dagger is pressed into my back, secured under the waistband of my sweatpants, and it makes me feel like I’m in constant danger. Which maybe I am, I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like Louis wants to kill me, but I don’t appreciate the ease and confidence with which he handles me. 
 
    God, I really should’ve dealt with him a long time ago. I lean on the counter, distantly listening to the growing murmur of the kettle and staring into the distance. Louis is my enemy, our enemy. Maybe Misha doesn’t understand it yet, especially after Louis blabbered to him about his innocence, but when he grows up, he will understand. 
 
    Louis is not our friend, and I have to kill him. So why the hell haven’t I done it yet? 
 
    I drop my head between my shoulders and shake my head with a sigh. But how can I do this to Misha? Louis is pretty much the only friend he’s ever had—or at least, Misha sees him as a friend. If I kill Louis or even just harm him, how can I look Misha in the eyes after that? How can I look at my own reflection? 
 
    I shut my eyes and grip the counter tighter, gritting my teeth around the sudden surge of feelings in my chest. I hate to admit it, but Misha is not the only reason I’m so reluctant to fulfill my revenge. My feelings are such a mess, and…goddamnit, why do I still have them? 
 
    I was supposed to leave them behind years ago—but apparently my heart is still alive, and it’s still beating harder in Louis’s presence. 
 
    But okay, my heart isn’t that big of a problem. I’d be able to swallow whatever affection is still kindled in me and live with it for the rest of my life. But what am I supposed to do with my body? Whenever I see Louis, something inside of me clicks, filling me with a wave of desire so strong I have to force myself to act even harsher than usual. 
 
    The memories of the pleasure he gave me haunt me every night, and I can’t help but touch myself, thinking about him. I’ve never met a man who understood my sexual desire so well, and it drives me crazy to have him so close again. Even now, the thought sends a wave of warmth through me, and I hate it, god, I hate it. 
 
    Haven’t we been here before? Hasn’t he broken my heart already? 
 
    I breathe out sharply and open my eyes when the temperature in the kettle reaches its peak. I have to pull myself together. I have to follow my plan and get my revenge—but the thing is, I don’t have a plan. I’ve spent four goddamn weeks in Louis’s house, and I still haven’t come up with a plan to get rid of him. 
 
    Sasha, it’s really time for you to toughen up. 
 
    I feel so weak just thinking about it, and it only makes me more aggravated. No, it’s definitely time to do something. Mom’s murderer is right under my nose, I can’t just sit around and let him think we’re some kind of a family. We’re not and never— 
 
    “Oh, hey. I haven’t seen you in a while.” 
 
    Louis chuckles, entering the kitchen with an empty cup in hand, and I don’t have enough time to stop myself before I automatically step away from him. Goddamnit. Was that too obvious? He glances at me weirdly, so I guess it was, but what can I say? I don’t want him to be anywhere near me, I— 
 
    But it’s too late. Something in my stomach warms up at the sound of his voice, and I swallow a flash of arousal and look away. Shit. I really have to find a way to get over this. Maybe I should go out and find a good guy to have sex with? Although I doubt he would be as good as Louis—and damn it, thinking about it doesn't make it easier. 
 
    “Good to see you, too, I guess,” Louis murmurs, placing his cup in the dishwasher, but I ignore him until he walks out of the kitchen and stops in the hallway. “I gotta go, buddy. See you soon.” 
 
    “Bye!” Misha waves his enthusiastic goodbye, and from the corner of my eye, I watch Louis leave the house. Where is he going? Isn’t it too late to start work? 
 
    I hum under my breath, watching him get into his car under the faint light of the setting sun, when I see another car approaching our driveway. It’s Mrs. Lee, arriving just a little early for her drawing lesson with Misha—and suddenly, something in my mind lights up. 
 
    If she stays here with Misha for the next two hours, I’ll be able to follow Louis and shoot him away from Misha’s eyes. All I need is my gun, a dark hoodie, and some luck to not be caught on the way. It’s a perfect plan, and I run to the second floor to grab all I need before hurrying to open the door for Mrs. Lee. 
 
    “Hi, listen, I have a very urgent thing to deal with, can you look after Misha during the lesson?” I say in a hurry even before the young woman says anything. 
 
    “Wait, Mom, are you leaving, too?” Misha gets up on his feet, looking at me with a frown, but I can’t let this chance slip away. 
 
    “Yes, teddy bear, I’m sorry. I’ll be back very soon, alright?” I send him a flying kiss and, not waiting for any other questions, run out of the house and to my car. It’s time to start the chase. 
 
    Unfortunately, the few minutes that I used to grab my stuff and talk to Misha and Mrs. Lee were enough for Louis to drive quite far away. But when I stop by the highway leading to downtown Chicago, I catch a glimpse of his car in the distance and turn to follow him. You won't get away from me again, bastard. 
 
    I tighten my grip on the wheel, burning with determination, and keep my gaze on Louis's car. I will get him this time. I won't fail. 
 
    I keep some three hundred feet between us all the way to downtown, but when Louis drives off the road and into the neutral territory of Bedford Park, I lose him at the first intersection. Goddamnit! But no, it's alright, it's nothing. I breathe out, feeling my heart pounding in my chest, and look around. I just have to check all the streets nearby. He couldn't have gotten far away. 
 
    It takes me a while to drive around the blocks, and I’m almost starting to feel desperate when I suddenly spot an Italian man with wavy hair, wide shoulders, and a black coat. Is it Louis? No, it's probably one of the Messinas' spies—but what if not? 
 
    My whole body tenses up in alertness, and I lean over the steering wheel to take a better look. Oh damn, no, that is Louis! He even stops by the doors of a coffee shop to check something on his phone, and I recognize his face in an instant. Gotcha. 
 
    My heart picks up its pace with a rush of adrenaline, but I force myself to breathe and focus on finding a parking spot. I keep glancing at Louis through the rearview mirror, and I clearly see him take a quick look around and enter the coffee shop. I guess he has a meeting or something. The crowd inside doesn't make it easier for me to shoot him. But it does make it easier to get closer to him, and then I'll just have to wait for a good moment to get rid of him once and for all. 
 
    Do I want it, though? Am I actually ready to do this? Doubts crawl their way into my mind again, but I push them back down and check my sheath. I've waited nine years to get revenge for my mom's death and Misha’s suffering. Giving up now means betraying them, and I can't do this. Even for my own heart, I can’t. 
 
    I pull the hood over my head, pretending to hide from the drizzling rain, and rush into the coffee shop. There are plenty of people already, complaining about the weather over the slow and rhythmic music. I hang around the counter for a bit, locating Louis's presence from the corner of my eye. He's managed to secure a stool by the bar counter, and judging by his coat hanging on the stool next to him, he's still waiting for someone. 
 
    Well, I guess I have to find a place for myself as well. For a moment, I even contemplate going back to my car—I have to wait for Louis to finish his meeting or whatever, so it doesn't matter where I'll be in the meantime, right? But eventually, I decide that it's better to keep an eye on him and stay as close as possible. Who knows what he plans to do next. 
 
    So I order a cup of coffee to stay alert, find an empty corner on the other side of the coffee shop, and sit down to wait. I keep my eyes on Louis, and I can see that he keeps glancing at the entrance in what looks like nervousness. Whoever he's waiting for, it must be someone important. 
 
    Finally, after almost fifteen minutes of waiting, Louis fidgets and sits up straight, and even though he keeps staring down at his empty cup, I know he's already noticed his companion. And indeed, a few seconds later a person walks over and casually takes the stool next to him. It's a woman, clearly older than him, in an elegant dark blue coat and with a hat and a scarf keeping her face and hair hidden. 
 
    But even though I can’t see her properly, especially from the other side of the shop, I can't help the feeling that I know her. There's something in her figure and manners that tugs at the strings of my memories, and I feel a tight feeling in my chest. It only grows stronger when I catch a glimpse of her profile, and this time I can't stop myself from getting closer to them. 
 
    God, I’m probably seeing things, it can't be real. Why would she be here? 
 
    But when I follow a group of students between the tables to keep myself hidden and slip into an empty seat next to an old couple, I hear Louis's voice. "...wanted to ask you." 
 
    "Well, it better be something important. If my husband finds out about this, the two of us will be in big trouble." 
 
    My eyes widen at the sound of her raspy voice, my hands grip the edge of the table, and my heart sinks into what feels like icy water. Why is Aunt Olga here? What the hell? My mind still refuses to believe that it's her, so I focus on their voices, hoping to prove myself wrong. 
 
    "I know, and I really appreciate that you—" 
 
    "Get to the point, boy." 
 
    Yeah, it's definitely Olga. What is she doing here, though? Is there some kind of a deal with the Italians that I don't know about? I frown, blankly staring at the table to focus on my hearing. 
 
    Louis clears his throat. "Yes, sure. Uh, I don't know if Elena mentioned this, but I'm in some sort of trouble with Sasha." 
 
    I purse my lips. What trouble? I think everything is perfectly clear. 
 
    "Apparently, she thinks that I killed her mother, but I have no idea what she's talking about. So I was hoping you'd be able to clear it up. She was your sister, after all, wasn't she?" 
 
    By the time Louis finishes his question, I can barely hold myself back from walking over and digging my dagger into his neck. Can you imagine the audacity? He still wants to pretend like nothing happened, and it makes me sick. He's such a goddamn— 
 
    "Well, it is a complicated story." 
 
    I blink. What? What is she talking about? 
 
    Olga sighs, and that’s already a bad sign. She doesn't show her emotions for nothing…but I know she did love her little sister, and the sadness in her voice makes my own throat tight with grief. 
 
    "I assume you didn't know Valya, but she was a very kind and naive woman. Ever since we were little girls, I knew she wasn't made for the life of a Mafia family. She wasn't good at fighting or tracking…well, your people. So our parents quickly married her away to Nikolai Travin, a wealthy and brutal mobster from Moscow." 
 
    So they didn't care about her. They knew what kind of a man my father was, but they didn't care. I can't help but tighten my hands into fists just thinking about it. Olga is right, Mom was too kind for the Mafia life, but her parents just handed her to a monster. 
 
    "He quickly moved here to be closer to Yuriy, and a year later, Alexandra was born. My sister was obsessed with her, and she even learned how to stand up against Nikolai to keep Sasha safe. Or at least, to keep her from being injured. He is…not a very human person." 
 
    "Yes, that much I know." I can barely hear Louis mutter over a burst of laughter at the next table, but even that is enough to hear how grim he is—and something in my chest tightens in response. 
 
    "You're very observant, huh?" Olga smirks, but by the time she continues, her voice turns grim as well. "So when they found out that Sasha got pregnant before marriage, Nikolai was furious. Valya had bruises for at least two weeks, but somehow she managed to talk him into keeping the child. I don't know if you remember that time, but relationships between our families were tense." 
 
    Louis huffs. "Weren't they always tense?" 
 
    "No, not like that. You tortured our people, we set spies deep in your family, the police were plotting against us, and pretty much everyone was on edge." 
 
    "Wait, when was this?" 
 
    Olga hums. "Some nine years ago?" 
 
    "Oh." Louis pauses. "Yes, I remember." 
 
    "Then, you should remember how tense it was. Who in their right mind would openly go into the enemy's territory?" Olga's voice suddenly turns angry, but I can hear something deeper behind it. "But that was what Valya did. Our patrol caught her on the Italian border trying to sneak there on foot in the middle of the day." 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    "I tried to talk to Yuriy and convince him that Valya would never plot against us, but he was deaf to my words. He always is. When Nikolai arrived to get Valya, Yuriy told him that she was a traitor and couldn't be trusted anymore. He—he told Nikolai to kill her to prove his loyalty, and…" 
 
    No, no, it's not true. 
 
    "...Well. You can guess what happened after." Olga's voice is cold and grim, piercing the invisible cotton in my ears that muffles all other noises around me. 
 
    It's impossible, I don't believe her, I— 
 
    I shut my eyes with my throat tight and my body burning with fury. It's a joke, it's a lie, it can't be real. Father…he's not that bad, he couldn't— 
 
    "Are you alright, sweetie?" I startle when someone touches my shoulder, and I realize that the old couple sitting next to me is looking at me with concern. "Do you need help?" 
 
    "No, I—" 
 
    I don't even realize it when I get up on my feet and look around in a daze. 
 
    "I need the truth." 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 - Louis 
 
      
 
    "What does that have to do with me, then?" I frown, not looking at Olga. My gaze is focused on the growing darkness behind the window and the reflection of the coffee shop. 
 
    She chuckles grimly. "They needed a scapegoat, of course. So Yuriy blamed it all on the Messinas, saying that you wanted to get revenge on her." 
 
    Oh, damn it. I put my elbow on the counter, rubbing my forehead. Now, it’s starting to make sense, but the realization only makes me feel bitter. How could Sasha blindly believe such a lie? How could she think that I'd do something so cruel? 
 
    Well, at least she knows the truth now. 
 
    As if in response to my thoughts, I hear a commotion behind me, some voices and the rustle of jackets. When I look up, I see Sasha standing a few feet behind me and looking around with a look of distress. I've never seen her so shaken and open in her emotions, and something in my chest tightens. Perhaps I shouldn’t have let her hear all that—but both of us deserve to know the truth. 
 
    I noticed Sasha's car as soon as I entered Bedford Park, and it didn't take long to figure out that she was following me. Did she want to fight me again? Maybe. So my first instinct was to drive somewhere else to confuse her before taking a more complicated route to the coffee shop. But halfway through my plan, I realized that it'd take away my only chance to let Sasha hear the story of my innocence from Olga's lips. 
 
    She didn't believe me, but maybe she would believe her own aunt. So I turned around and drove straight to the coffee shop where I walked around for a bit, hoping to catch Sasha’s eye—and it worked. Everything worked out exactly as I wanted, and now it looks like Sasha needs a moment to process what she just heard. 
 
    With an inaudible murmur, she rushes to the entrance and out of the coffee shop. She doesn't even look behind, and it's a clear indication of her distress and confusion. I watch Sasha through the blurry window as she stops for a moment to gather herself together before running away to her car. God, it must hurt, but I'm sure it's for the better. 
 
    I sigh and lower my gaze to the counter while my thoughts drift deeper into my heart. If only she could trust me enough to let me talk to her and hold her through this pain. If only we could be an actual couple… 
 
    "Is that all you wanted Alexandra to hear?" Olga says with a smirk in her voice, and I blink in surprise and turn to her. 
 
    "You knew—" 
 
    "Of course I did." She quirks an eyebrow, looking at me from under the sides of her hat with a glint of amusement. Olga's previously gloomy expression is nowhere to be seen—it's obvious that she's just as good at hiding her true feelings as everyone else in her family. "My niece may be a good spy, but she's too young to be able to trick me." 
 
    Oh. Well… 
 
    "Thank you for helping me, then." I give her a small but genuine smile before turning away to the window. It's better if we show as little connection as possible. "It means a lot to me and my family, Mrs. Pushkova." 
 
    "You can call me Olga." She briefly squeezes my elbow with an oddly friendly tone before getting off the stool. I see her clearly in the reflection on the window, and she lingers next to me, fixes her coat, and looks around. "I think it's time for our families to find some peace, don't you think?" 
 
    Olga sends me a quick glance and, without further ado, walks away to the entrance, leaving me with a confused frown. And what is that supposed to mean? Aren't we at peace already? 
 
    I don't dwell on her words for too long, though—I have enough on my mind already. 
 
    I wait a few minutes before going out of the coffee shop after Olga and, reflexively checking my surroundings, go to my car. The rain has stopped, but the streets are still wet and bleary, lights dancing in the dark puddles. Where did Sasha go now? I get into my car and breathe out, leaning back. God, I hope she just went straight back home. 
 
    I rub my face, shake my head, and turn on the ignition when my phone suddenly buzzes in my pocket. Is it Sasha? But no, I see Omero's name on the screen, so it must be something for work. I feel mentally drained, and for a moment I consider ignoring the call—but eventually I pick it up. I wouldn't want to miss out on some fun. 
 
    "Louis?" 
 
    "Hey, man." I turn the steering wheel, driving out of the parking space. "I hope you're calling to say we just got a good deal. I wouldn’t mind some good news here." 
 
    "Well…" Omero clears his throat, and it's obvious enough that his news isn't good at all. Goddamnit. "No, not really. I'm just calling to ask about your wife." 
 
    Sasha? I frown. "What about her?" 
 
    "Do you know where she is?" 
 
    "At home, I assume." And I really hope so. 
 
    "Alright, well, I don't know what to tell you." Tell me what it is, get to the point. "We just saw someone like her driving into Orland Park." 
 
    Oh, shit. It's the biggest part of the Bratva’s territories. 
 
    I slam on my brakes at the intersection and close my eyes with a groan. Goddamnit. She’s gonna get herself in trouble, and—shit. Isn’t Nikolai’s place in Orland Park? I grip my wheel tightly, barely fighting the urge to hit something. Doesn’t she understand how fucking dangerous that is? 
 
    “Thanks, Omero.” I clench my jaw and focus on the road in front of me as I make a sharp turn toward Orland Park. “I’ll check on her.” 
 
    I can’t let Sasha get killed because of her own weird obsession with revenge, but I don’t think my own family would appreciate me going straight into the Russians’ territory on my own. So I keep it quiet and drive between our posts with the confidence of a man knowing what he’s doing. I have to play it cool, and then, even if someone spots me they may not report it right away. 
 
    For this reason, I have to drive slowly, but it’s killing me. Sasha may already be in a trap or fighting her crazy father, and I’m stuck here because I want to be so damn cautious! Fuck that! I run out of patience very quickly, and close to the Russian border I pick up my speed and follow the directions on my map. Thank god I decided to do my research and check where Nikolai’s mansion was even before the wedding. 
 
    Okay, now I only have to figure out how to get there without attracting unnecessary attention from the Russians—but as soon as I think about it, I realize that it’s already too late. With a loud growl, two cars turn onto the street behind me, flashing their lights and honking at me. Shit. I haven’t even done anything yet! 
 
    Should I stop? I glance at the rearview mirror. They seem pretty aggressive, and if I try to escape them now…well, I may just as well blare about my presence to the rest of the Bratva. I think it’s better to play it cool for now, so I pull to the side of the street and stop. With the active truce between our families, they can’t harm me, can they? 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    “What did a pig like you forget in our neighborhood?” 
 
    The men start yelling as soon as their car stops next to mine, and I have to breathe in before going out. No one dares speak like that to Louis Messina, but I can’t get myself in trouble. I have to think about Sasha first, so I even show them my empty hands as I get out, blinded as I am by the lights of their cars. 
 
    “Who are you?” one of them finally speaks up without cursing and with a steadier voice—a higher-ranked member of the Pushkov family, I assume. 
 
    “I’m Sasha’s husband,” I say, carefully choosing my words. It’s not a good place to speak about my last name, but judging by their whistles and chuckles, I guess they recognize me anyway. 
 
    “One of the Messina guys, huh?” 
 
    “You must be either too brave or too stupid to drive like that in our territory.” 
 
    I frown. What are they talking about? Have they forgotten about the truce? 
 
    “I’ve signed a deal with Nikolai. I have a free pass through your territories,” I remind them, squinting to see their faces behind the car lights. I don’t recognize their voices, and it would be nice to know who the hell I’m talking to. 
 
    “A free pass?” 
 
    The calmer man laughs, and everyone else immediately joins. Their laughter is mocking and certainly unfriendly, and I feel a rush of adrenaline at the sound of it. Something’s not right. I tense up, trying to calculate the fastest way to get out of here, when the man speaks again. 
 
    “There’s no truce, you naive dumbass.” He chuckles. “We only needed a pretense to get closer to you before we take over Chicago once and for all.” 
 
    What? I blink and try to look at them better to figure out if it’s some kind of bluff. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about, it’s— 
 
    Damn it, he just confessed that the Russians plan to betray us! It sends a wave of heat through my body, and I move my arms—but the men raise their arms at once, and I don’t have to see them properly to know that they’re aiming their guns at me. 
 
    What, is that it? I chuckle and shake my head. “So now you’re gonna kill me, huh?” 
 
    I hear excited whispers and chuckles running through the men surrounding me, but the calm man shushes them before turning to me. 
 
    “We don’t want to upset little Sasha and destroy Nikolai’s plans for you. So, with all the generosity of my heart, I give you thirty seconds to get the hell out of here. If you’re still inside our borders by the time we catch you, count yourself as dead, Louis Messina.” 
 
    Well, it’s better than nothing, so I nod at him. “Thanks.” 
 
    But that doesn’t mean that I’m ready to obey the orders of some fucking Russian freaks. 
 
    I rush to get into the car and open the driver’s window, pretending to be nervous and scared out of my mind. I hear them laugh when I drop the key and lean down to get it from under my seat. What they don’t know, though, is that I have a gun hidden there specifically for a situation like this. 
 
    As soon as I sit up, I turn on the ignition, push the accelerator, and open fire through the window. They start yelling and cursing at me, firing back, but I weave my car onto the sidewalk, honking at the passersby, and take the next turn to speed into an unfamiliar street. Next time, these bastards will know not to laugh at the Messinas. 
 
    Were they telling me the truth? Are we actually gonna start the war with Russians again? No, it’s not the time to think about it. My wife is still somewhere here, looking for a way to get caught by her father, and she should be my first priority right now. 
 
    I force my mind to focus on the chase; thanks to the element of surprise, I’m ahead of the Russians, and I have to use it. It won’t take long till others join them, and if I keep driving around like this they’ll catch me in no time. No, I need something else. Think, Louis, think. 
 
    As I drive through a secluded street, listening to the sirens and honks of the Bratva in the distance, my eyes catch the cars lined on both sides of the road, and my brain lights up with an idea. But damn it. I hate sneaking away and avoiding open confrontations, but right now a fight may cost me and Sasha our lives, and I can’t risk that. 
 
    I have to make sure she’s safe first, so I pull the car close to the sidewalk and, with a quick glance to the side, run down the street until I find a small, old car. The Russians would never expect me to steal it, and that’s exactly why I decide to take it. I have to be one step ahead of them—and then, maybe I’ll be able to get out of here alive. 
 
    I learned the art of stealing cars when I was a teenager, and even though my knowledge has become rusty over the years, it still works well enough. The car does let out a loud beep at some point, but I quickly cut it off and climb into the car. Now, let’s try to turn it on. 
 
    While I’m dealing with the ignition, I see the lights of a car on the other end of the street and freeze in my place—but it’s just one of the locals driving back home after work. The car passes me a few seconds later, and I breathe out and focus on my new car instead. Come on, I know you can save me, I know you can work. 
 
    I bite my lip, connecting the wires, and oh miracle, the engine vibrates and turns on in response. Perfect! Now I have to get out of here as soon as possible. For now, the Bratva is focused on searching for my car, but as soon as they find out that I’ve left it behind, they’ll figure out what happened—and then they’ll use all their forces to find me. 
 
    I’m pretty much breaking the truce by being here, but haven’t they done it first by not allowing me to enter? Whatever. It doesn’t matter now. I’ll talk to Riccardo about it later—right now, I have to follow the directions on my map and find Nikolai’s mansion before Sasha does something stupid. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    The house I used to call my home is right in front of me, eerie and quiet in the darkness of the evening. The rain has started drizzling again, making the lights on the second floor blurry, but I don’t even notice it tapping on my cheeks. The only thing I can think about right now is the deep hole in the middle of my chest and the determination burning in my hands. 
 
    I have to face Father. I want to look him in the eyes and hear the truth from his own lips. But to do that, I have to sneak past the servants and security guards. Otherwise, Father will just order his men to catch me and throw me into the basement, and I won’t even have a chance to demand answers. 
 
    Thankfully, I still have a keycard that gives me open access to the house, so it shouldn’t be a big problem to get inside. I just have to be careful and focused on my task, and with the adrenaline burning in my muscles, I know I can do it. 
 
    I quickly glance around, making sure that the street is clear—Father likes his privacy, so our closest neighbors are almost a mile away—and press the keycard to the gates. They open with a flash of green light, and I pick up a rock on the ground and put it at the base of the gates to prevent them from locking. Who knows if I’ll have to run for my life out of this goddamn place. 
 
    Keeping myself in the dark cover of the trees and bushes scattered on the property, I run to the back door where Father’s servants usually get deliveries. It’s a less obvious place to enter, and the guards rarely hang around it. I bite my lip as I stop behind a maple tree and check my surroundings. It looks clear. 
 
    I look at the windows to make sure there’s nobody watching before running to the back door. But when I almost reach it, I see a line of light appear on the doorstep, and the doorknob moves. Shit! I take one glance around and jump into the wet bushes of hydrangea growing under the walls a moment before the door opens. 
 
    “I wonder if the old man himself would want to drag his ass outside in such weather,” I hear one of the guards grumble while his companion snorts and shakes his head. 
 
    “Why do they think he’s gonna come here anyway?” 
 
    But I don’t listen to the rest of their conversation and quietly run toward the door behind their backs to sneak inside. The rain and their own complaints cover the sound of my footsteps, and by the time the door closes I’m already in the small hallway leading to the kitchen. From here, I already know how to get to Father’s rooms. 
 
    I press myself into the wall and crawl toward the kitchen door before quickly peeking inside. Halina, the cook, is already working on the dinner, and the room smells of pork and spices. The range hood is working to the fullest, the water is boiling on the stove, and the cook is murmuring the recipe in Russian, creating a perfect cover for any noise I could make. 
 
    Okay, it won’t be a problem to get past Halina, but I have to make sure that the hallway behind her is also clear. It would be stupid to creep through the kitchen only to end up in the hands of the guards. 
 
    So I peek from behind the corner and see two men going through the main entrance and toward the stairs. I recognize one of them as a higher-ranked recruit who never shows up in our house without a reason. I frown, watching a guard lead him to the second floor. Damn, it’s literally the worst time to have guests—but I can’t turn back now. 
 
    Perhaps, I’ll have to hide in my or Misha’s old room for some time before the guy leaves. Or, if worse comes to worst, I’ll have to get rid of him. I doubt the evening will pass by without someone being injured, so I take out my dagger and keep it close to my arm. The most important thing is to make sure I’m not the one to get shot in the end. 
 
    After the men leave the hallway, I wait for a few more seconds, check whether anyone else is coming, look at Halina who is still focused on rubbing the pork with spices, and dart forward, keeping my head low. She doesn’t even bat an eye, and I crouch by the counter that separates me from Halina and check the entrance and hallway again. Clear. 
 
    I close my eyes for a moment, take a deep breath, and run to the stairs with my dagger secured in my grip. I have to do it, I have to do it, I have to get out of here alive. With my heart pounding in my ears, I move as quietly as possible, jumping over a few stairs at once and keeping my eyes on the second floor. Damn, why didn't I bring my gun with me? But no, I have to keep quiet. Even a single gunshot would alert the whole house. 
 
    After what feels like an eternity, I get to the second floor, press my back to the wall, and look around. There are muffled voices coming from Father’s part of the house, and it sounds like something big happened today. Damn, they don't know that I'm here already, do they? But the thought makes my chest tighten. Whatever it is, I have to find a good place to hide before— 
 
    "I haven't seen him so pissed since Sasha lied about the Mexicans." 
 
    Shit. I frantically look around, listening to the footsteps inevitably drawing closer. There's a big plant on the other side of the hallway, and I rush toward it in a hopeless attempt to hide. 
 
    "Well, it's always the Mexicans or the Italians who ruin everything." 
 
    "Not for long, though." And the guards laugh, appearing from behind the corner. 
 
    I hold my breath and grip my dagger tightly, watching their every movement. It will be a miracle if they don't notice me, but I want to believe in it till the last moment. 
 
    "I've heard things are gonna get messy soon." 
 
    "I don't know, Yuriy likes to take his time." 
 
    "No shit." 
 
    They walk past the plant, talking to each other while lazily checking their surroundings, and I quietly breathe out in relief. God bless the idiots. 
 
    "Hey, is that—" 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I look up just in time to see one of the guards turn his head over his shoulder and come to a stop, looking at me with wide eyes. Well, I guess it's time for action. Before the two of them come back to their senses, I lunge at the one looking at me and dig my dagger into his arm. While he cries out loud, the other steps back and takes out his gun, aiming at me, but I kick him in the stomach and send him into the wall. 
 
    While he groans in pain, I grab his gun, and the first guy jumps at me from behind, trying to catch my arms. But I blindly kick his knee and hit his face with the back of my head, forcing him to step back. 
 
    "What the fuck?" 
 
    Well, shit. I turn around and see a guy at the other end of the hallway, frozen in surprise. Our eyes meet, and he immediately grabs his gun—but I'm faster to aim at him with the guard's gun and take the first shot. 
 
    The thunder of the gunshot echoes across the hallway, deafening me for a moment, but I focus on the guy who managed to jump on the ground at the last moment. I sharply move away when he aims at me, avoiding his bullet, when one of the first two men grabs my ankle and tugs me down. Fuck off! I kick his face, barely balancing on one foot, when the second bullet flies a few inches away from my shoulder. Goddamnit. This is getting dangerous. 
 
    I look up and blindly shoot back at the guy at the other end of the hallway, still struggling to get my ankle out of the grip of the one on the floor, when I hear footsteps behind me. Shit. I only have enough time to look over my shoulder when someone barrels into me from behind, catching my elbows and pushing them back. I curse out loud and start thrashing to get out of the grip, but another guy appears from behind me and punches me in the face. 
 
    Goddamnit! The pain is so strong it blinds me for a second, but it’s enough for them to force my hands behind my back and grab my hair to make me stand up. Shit. 
 
    “You know how to treat a lady,” I spit out, squinting at them. I know pretty much all of them, although I doubt it’ll help me this time. 
 
    “What should we do with her?” Yar asks, holding his bleeding shoulder, and Lev hums from behind me. 
 
    "I'll take her to the old man while you two check the perimeter. I don't want to get in trouble for letting her in." 
 
    "Or you could be gentlemen, let me go, and pretend like it never happened," I murmur, feeling a weird urge to piss them off. Maybe then I'll be able to fight them again and run away. 
 
    "Shut up, you Italian whore." 
 
    I roll my eyes, stumbling toward Father’s cabinet. "Your master forced me to join them." 
 
    "Whatever," Lev huffs. "You're not a Russian anymore." 
 
    "It doesn’t work like that." 
 
    But nobody's listening anymore. Yar knocks on the door of the cabinet and, when we hear a rather annoyed offer to come in, peeks inside. "Sorry for interrupting you, sir, but it's rather important." 
 
    "More important than my stupid son-in-law raiding the streets?" 
 
    I blink and raise my head, tensing up. What? Louis is here? 
 
    But it doesn’t seem to surprise anyone else, and Yar only visibly hesitates in the face of Father’s anger. "Uh, I'm not sure…but I think it is. We caught Alexandra." 
 
    There's a short pause, a clear indication of Father’s surprise, and I can imagine him frowning in confusion. What, he didn't expect to see me so soon after the wedding, huh? 
 
    "Let her in," he finally orders, and Lev pushes me past the doorstep and into the room. I guess my task can officially be counted as a failure, but for some reason I don’t feel too angry about it. There’s an odd sense of confidence in my chest as I step into the beast’s lair. 
 
    As always, Father is in his favorite armchair, leaning on the desk with his elbows, and even though he doesn’t show much of his distress, I can see it in the tightness of his locked hands and the scatter of papers on his desk. The air in the room is dim and suffocating from the cigarette smoke, and I can feel my eyes start to sting as soon as I enter. 
 
    In front of Father are the recruit and the guard I’ve seen before. They’re both staring at me in bewilderment until Father clears his throat, and everyone immediately turns back to him. But of course, he’s looking at me, squinting his eyes in displeasure, and I stand up straight and hold his gaze. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to miss me so soon.” Father tilts his head slightly, mimicking Yuriy’s calm and amused attitude. It took him a while to pick it up, and now I’m kinda glad he doesn’t let himself be as violent as before. 
 
    I chuckle and shake my head. My cheek still hurts, but it’s not as bad as it could’ve been. “Do you really think I would ever want to see you again?” 
 
    The room falls silent, and the men around me freeze at the clear display of disrespect. Father’s gaze immediately turns to ice, but I can see that he’s holding himself back. He wants to appear more confident and powerful than he really is, and it fills my heart with disgust. God, I can’t believe I spent years side by side with this boar. 
 
    “Well, you’re here, so you clearly wanted to see me. Unless you’re having an affair with one of our men.” He smirks and pointedly looks at the men behind me, and they chuckle as if on command. Pitiful. 
 
    “I came here to hear the truth.” I straighten my shoulders and look him in the eyes, hearing my heart beating in a frantic rhythm. My head feels heavy, and my thoughts are in disarray. I don’t even know if I truly want it anymore—but finally, the words spill out of my mouth. “Did you kill Mom?” 
 
    The tension in my chest becomes clear, the weight of my mind grows, and I can barely breathe with dark dots dancing in my vision. Just hearing the question makes something in my heart ache and pulsate, and I suddenly feel scared of the answer. I don’t want to know, I don’t want it! 
 
    But I steel myself and focus on Father who, after a moment, leans back in his chair and reaches for a pack of cigarettes. “Who told you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    He hums and lights up his cigarette as if taunting me with his slow movements. I grit my teeth, barely keeping myself from barking at him to hurry up, but I know it’ll only make it worse. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Father responds finally, and I feel ready to blow up. 
 
    What is that supposed to mean? Can’t he just tell me straight away? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore, indeed.” He shrugs and looks me in the eyes. “I did kill her.” 
 
    My legs suddenly weaken, losing the ground under my feet, and I have to step from one foot to the other to keep myself upright. So Olga was right. I stare at the floor for a few seconds, catching my heavy breath and pulling myself together. I want to call him a liar, I want to refuse it—but the ease with which Father speaks about it is louder than any doubts. 
 
    “Why?” I can only mutter and look up at him, almost leaning on Lev’s arms still holding my hands behind my back. The pain and anger suddenly flare up in my chest, and I raise my voice even higher. “How could you do that to her?!” 
 
    But Father hums as if nothing. “Valentina was a traitor.” 
 
    “No, she wasn’t!” 
 
    “Yes, she was,” he repeats with sudden pressure, looking into my eyes. “You didn’t know your mother as well as I did.” 
 
    What? I gasp and suddenly feel angry tears welling in my eyes. This bastard! I tug at my hands, trying to pull them out of Lev’s grip in an urge to step closer to Father. 
 
    “I knew her better than anyone! Mom would never betray us. She didn’t even care about the war, she only wanted peace and—” 
 
    “Exactly!” Father suddenly blows up, standing up, and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen him so aggravated. “Valya didn’t care about the war, she didn’t care about the Bratva, she didn’t care about anything! All she could think about was you and your stupid boyfriend.” 
 
    What? I freeze with my mouth open, staring at him. What is he talking about? 
 
    Father reads my shock and huffs, nodding to himself while dusting off his cigarette. “Of course, you didn’t even know about that. But I warned her, I warned her that if she went looking for that goddamn Italian, I’d report it to Yuriy. She knew what she was doing, but she didn’t believe I’d do something like that, huh?” 
 
    He chuckles, still staring at the ashtray, and it sounds so cold and arrogant that I feel a wave of goosebumps down my back. This fucking monster— 
 
    “Everyone goes through a breakup, and you were nothing special.” Father suddenly looks up at me, and I see a glint of cold steel in his eyes. “But Valya was ready to risk her life and sneak into the enemy’s territory to make things right—and she paid the right price for her treachery.” 
 
    I can’t believe he’s saying this. I can’t believe he’s blaming Mom. 
 
    “What treachery?” I almost yell at him, thrashing in Lev’s grip again with tears burning my throat. “What price? She wanted nothing but peace—” 
 
    “She disregarded the rules of our family,” Father cuts me off with his booming voice, finally showing his true face. “She went against Yuriy in the middle of a war. She couldn’t be trusted anymore.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re telling yourself when you realize what a fucking monster you are?” 
 
    “Alexandra,” Father says my name with a low warning, but I don’t care. 
 
    “What? You know it’s true!” 
 
    I don’t care about anything but the hot rage blinding me. I want to kill him. I want to kill him! That fucking parody of a human. I can’t believe I carry his blood in my veins. I keep tugging at my hands, trying to get closer to him, and when both Lev and Yar hold me down, I growl under my breath and turn to the men standing still on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Do you see how this works? Do you see what price you have to pay to get in Yuriy’s good graces? Kill your wife, abuse your children, turn into a fucking rug under his feet, and maybe he’ll grant you some—” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Father exclaims, looking at me with his eyes full of rage. “Take her to the basement, I’ll deal with her later.” 
 
    “And what are you gonna do? Kill me?” I laugh almost hysterically, drowning in the pain and sorrow overflowing in my chest. Everything feels surreal, and only the tears in my eyes remind me that I’m not in the middle of a nightmare. 
 
    “Come on, Sasha, let’s go,” Lev says in a low voice as if he feels some sympathy toward me, but I dig my heels into the floor and fight his grip again. 
 
    “No, I’m not going anywhere, I—” 
 
    But a sudden gunshot cuts off my words, and I hear screams and curses coming from the hallway. Everyone stills and exchanges a quick glance, unsure what to think of it, until Father gestures at Yar. “Check what’s going on out there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Yar nods, rushes out of the open door, and a moment later a gunshot pierces the hallway—and Yar falls on the ground with a bullet hole in his neck. What the hell? I tense up, staring at the doorway and instinctively trying to move away from the source of unknown danger, but Lev holds me tightly. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he murmurs, moving closer—and the next moment, the door bursts open and Louis is leaning on the frame and catching his breath. Oh my god. 
 
    It feels like my heart explodes when Louis looks up, catches my gaze, and chuckles, someone else’s blood dripping down his cheek. “Here you are.” 
 
    “Who are—” 
 
    But I catch Louis’s intentions as soon as he looks at Lev behind me. He raises his gun, I lower my head, and the next moment, Lev’s body jerks backward from the impact. It takes a moment for his grip to get loose, so I stumble back along with him before finally tearing myself free. 
 
    My mind is blank when I instinctively grab Lev’s gun from his holster and look around. 
 
    I hear Father yelling something at the recruit and the guard, gunshots and male voices deafening me, but I don’t care about them. My eyes focus on Father, on the unhealthy pink of his face, the disgusting fat of his neck, and his pig eyes frantically looking around. He rushes to the desk cupboard, probably to take out his gun, but I reach him first. 
 
    I grab his wrist, pushing it away from the desk, and when Father looks at me I finally see fear in his eyes. Good. He should be scared. 
 
    “Sasha,” he murmurs with begging notes in his voice, and I feel something in my chest tighten. 
 
    God, I’ve known him since the first days of my life. He gave me birthday presents when I was little, he was my first teacher in a fistfight, he used to praise me for my progress and tell me I’d grow up to be the pride of the Travin family. Without him, I wouldn’t have been born—and that would have been better than spending every day with this monster. 
 
    For every one of Mom’s tears, for every one of Misha’s bruises, for every curse and punch he’s ever given me, I press my gun to his forehead, take a deep breath, and pull the trigger. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 - Louis 
 
      
 
    At first, I don’t even realize that there's a gunshot sounding from the other side of the room. My mind is fully focused on the last man hiding behind the desk. I only heard him curse once, but I’m pretty sure it’s the same guy who stopped my car earlier today. Who would’ve thought we’d meet again? 
 
    But I take it as a chance to get back at him. I use the desk as a cover as well, so we kneel on both sides of it, waiting for a good chance to catch each other, when a gunshot pierces through the tense silence. 
 
    Instead of being startled, my instincts force me to use the momentary distraction and catch the man off guard, so I lunge forward and around the desk, firing at the man. He grits his teeth around a scream and tries to shoot me back, but his aim is way off and he shatters a lamp behind me instead. 
 
    “Good shot,” I say with a hoarse chuckle, lying on my side in front of him. “But your thirty seconds have passed.” 
 
    I raise my gun and, forcing my mind into focus, shoot him in the middle of his chest. Blood bursts out of the wound, splattering all over my arms, and with a frantic gasp, the man falls back on the floor. 
 
    Finally, total silence settles over the room, and I can’t help but roll onto my back, close my eyes, and catch my breath. My muscles are sore and my head is throbbing with the echo of gunshots in my ears. Goddamnit. It’s been a while since I had such a tense evening. 
 
    Ever since I shot Nikolai’s guards and stepped onto his property, my mind has been completely focused on wounding and killing everyone standing in my way. It’s as if a switch in my mind turned from protection to aggression, and the only thing I could think about was finding Sasha as soon as possible. 
 
    Wait. Sasha! I immediately sit up and look around. Where is she? Is she okay? 
 
    I can’t see her at first, and invisible alarms go off in my head, nudging me to jump to my feet and go look for her. But as soon as I stand up, I notice Sasha’s small figure leaning against the wall on the other side of the room with her knees bent in front of her and her head hanging low. Her red hair is covering her face, her gun is lying between her feet, and she looks so lifeless that, for a moment, I feel a rush of terror at the thought that she’s been shot. 
 
    “Sasha!” I rush to her, ignoring the nagging soreness in my legs, and crouch in front of her. Only then do I notice the body lying next to Sasha. It’s hard to mistake Nikolai’s enormous figure for anyone else. 
 
    He’s on his back and facing away from me, lying in a pool of blood gathering around his head and urine soaking through his pants. Not a single muscle in his body is moving, not a single breath escapes his lips, and even though I can’t see his blank stare, I know the grimace of death well enough to imagine. 
 
    So she did it, huh? I let out a deep breath, look at Sasha, and after a second of hesitance, reach for her hands hanging between her knees. Her fingers are stiff, but when I tighten my grip they yield to it, curling in. At the same time, I hear a shaky breath and a tremor runs through Sasha’s shoulders. 
 
    Damn. It looks like she’s crying, and I have no idea how to help. It’s not the best time for it either because Yuriy’s men will come looking for us any moment now, and no matter how much I want to soothe Sasha, I have to make sure she’s safe first. 
 
    “I—I know this is hard for you, and I’m sorry you had to do this, but…Sasha, we have to get out of here.” I rub her hand and glance at the window. Did I see a reflection of car lights just now, or was it just lightning? 
 
    Sasha breathes out harshly, trying to pull herself together, and I squeeze her hand tighter before letting go. She’s not one to show her weakness easily, so I decide to give her some space and step to the door, listening to the sounds of the house. There are steps and muffled voices coming from below, but it doesn’t sound dangerous, more like the chattering of worried servants. 
 
    I raise my gun and turn to Sasha. She already looks better, standing on her feet and checking her gun with an unreadable expression. I can see pink traces of tears on her cheeks, but it’s clear that she wants to hide them from me, so I decide not to ask anything until we get home. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    She raises her head with a distant look in her green eyes and drives the magazine back into its place with a loud click. “Ready.” 
 
    I carefully step out of the room, guiding Sasha, but she quickly moves past me and takes over, gesturing for me to follow her instead. Oh, right. She knows the place better, I guess. It's more dangerous to be at the front, though, and I can't help the pinch of worry in my chest as I watch her confidently run down the hallway. But Sasha won’t let me take over, so I swallow my complaints and hurry after her. 
 
    I catch up with her by the balustrade overlooking the stairs, and we both hear the commotion and phone conversation coming from the first floor. Apparently, the remaining injured men are waiting for reinforcement to corner us, and it sounds like it wouldn't be a problem for them. Sasha swats me on the shoulder and gestures for me to follow her. 
 
    She quietly moves to the other side of the hallway, so that she isn't seen from the first floor, and crawls past the open space to the other side of the building. I follow her, holding my breath and gripping my gun tighter, until we get to the safer zone. There Sasha picks up her pace, still keeping her steps quiet, and I have to admit, her skills are quite impressive. But of course, what else would you expect from a professional spy? 
 
    "Here," Sasha whispers and opens one of the doors, glancing around. "I know another way out." 
 
    The room turns out to be a bedroom, and while Sasha doesn't even stop on her way to the window, I close the door and linger to take a proper look. "Is this your bedroom?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Nice." 
 
    Well, the room is nothing special, actually. Just a simple bedroom with a desk in the corner, a closet, a few empty cupboards, and of course, a bed. There’s nothing left to remind of its previous owner, and I guess that's how Sasha wanted it to be. She didn't want to leave a trace of her presence here—but still, it used to be her room, and I can't help but look around curiously until she clears her throat. 
 
    "Are you coming?" Sasha meets my gaze with a quirked eyebrow and nods at the open window. 
 
    I frown, walking closer. "Do you have a rope ladder?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    I stop next to her and look down. The ground is clear and wet from the rain, and I see the reflection of lights from around the corner. Still, there's no kind of a ladder or anything to hold onto, so I look at Sasha with a silent question. 
 
    "We have to jump." She shrugs and climbs on the window sill. "It's gonna be alright. I've done it many times." 
 
    As soon as she finishes the sentence, Sasha swings herself over the window frame, and I can only startle and rush after her. But she does look fine, landing on her feet and slipping only a little. Sasha quickly looks around, steps away, and gestures for me to follow her. Well, alright. I hope she knows what she's doing. 
 
    I jump after her, feeling only a slight burst of pain upon landing, and Sasha eyes me quickly before pointing at the fence around the property. What, are we going to climb over? But it looks like she’s sneaked out of this house plenty of times, so I trust her. 
 
    Sasha guides me under the dripping rain and dark clouds to the iron fence and gestures for me to keep an eye on the people walking around the entrance of the house. I can see them as well as the two cars driving through the gates a few seconds later—the reinforcement, I assume. 
 
    "Louis, here," I hear Sasha's voice a moment later, and when I turn around, I see her already climbing through a hole in the iron pattern. Thank god! 
 
    "Did you know this was here?" I ask, following her. The hole is a little too narrow for my shoulders, but I get through it just fine. 
 
    Sasha huffs, watching me with amusement. "I made it. Do you remember where your car is?" 
 
    "Yeah, around the corner." 
 
    With one last glance at Nikolai’s house, we run away from it, and I feel an overwhelming wave of relief. Thank god it's finally over and Sasha is with me, alive and safe. As soon as we get to the car, she gives it a suspicious glance and looks at me with raised eyebrows, and I purse my lips and open the door. 
 
    "What? I had to steal the most inconspicuous car out there or your brothers would find me in no time." 
 
    "Steal it?" Sasha frowns, taking the passenger seat next to me, and I pause. Her hair is too obvious, and every Russian knows her face. 
 
    "I think it's better for you to be in the back. If they stop us, they'll recognize you right away." 
 
    I almost expect her to argue with me, but Sasha only shrugs and follows my directions, not looking even a little pissed. In fact, she looks rather tired, and just a few minutes after I start the car, I notice her nodding off. It's been a long day, indeed. 
 
    Thankfully, the Bratva seem to be too occupied looking for us around Nikolai’s mansion, so nobody even looks at us on the way back. It’s another thing to get into the Messinas' territory, but I guess the watchmen take me for a civilian driving through and let me pass. It's helpful, of course, but I'll have to test them again later. If I were a Mexican, such carelessness would get the whole family into trouble. But I don't think about it too much. Right now, I have to get Sasha home. 
 
    By the time we arrive, she's already fast asleep, so I look at her for a moment before sighing and getting out of the car only to open the back seat. Sasha winces in her sleep at the sound but doesn't wake up, so I carefully gather her in my arms and pick her up. 
 
    "What're you doin'?" Sasha mumbles against my chest, and something about her hoarse voice and meek body makes my heart beat like crazy. God, how can a woman be so effortlessly charming? 
 
    "Taking you home," I whisper back at her, and it seems to be enough to put her back to sleep. 
 
    Despite the late hour, the lights in my house are still on, and only now do I realize that Misha must've been waiting for us. Also, wait, is this his teacher's car? I open the door rather clumsily with Sasha in my arms, and as soon as I step inside I hear Misha’s voice. 
 
    "They're back!" He runs out into the entrance hallway, but as soon as he sees Sasha he comes to a complete stop. "Mom? Wha—what happened?" 
 
    "She's alright, don't worry. She's just tired." I smile as cheerfully as possible through my own exhaustion and look at Mrs. Lee hesitantly lingering behind him. I've never actually talked to her in person, but Misha has told me plenty about her. "Mrs. Lee? I'm sorry you had to wait for so long." 
 
    "It's been four hours," she says with reluctant annoyance as if she's not sure whether she should show it. Her gaze darts to Sasha and the blood on my arms, and her eyes widen. 
 
    "We'll pay you double for your trouble." I look at Misha, hoping to see a chuckle at my joke, but his eyes are focused on Sasha only, so I sigh and look at Mrs. Lee again. "Thank you for staying with him. Good night." 
 
    I don't have the time or energy to deal with her, so I just nod and, readjusting Sasha in my arms, walk to the stairs. By the time I reach her bedroom, Misha’s hurried footsteps join me. He doesn’t say anything, only grabs my sleeve and looks at Sasha with a worried frown, and together we carry her to the bed. 
 
    As soon as her head hits the pillow, Sasha sighs and cracks her eyes open. "Where's…" 
 
    "He's here." 
 
    I nudge Misha, and he rushes to wrap his arms around her. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "I am, teddy bear. I'm just very tired. Do you want to climb into the bed with me?" 
 
    Misha nods, and I step back, giving them some peace and quiet. No matter what, I'm not a part of the family, and it feels like they need each other right now. But when I reach the door, I hear Sasha's voice which is surprisingly soft and quiet. 
 
    "Louis." I pause to turn to her, and I see her eyes over Misha snuggled in her arms. I can't read her expression, but I still feel warmth in the way she speaks to me. "Thank you." 
 
    I almost want to joke or wave it off, but in the end, I smile and nod with my heart growing in my chest. "I promised to honor and protect you till death do us part, didn't I?" 
 
    With that, I turn around to leave, and Sasha's chuckle follows me into the hallway, keeping my heart warm all the way to my room. 
 
    As soon as I get into the bed, I pass out even faster than she did. My body is exhausted and my mind is heavy with the events of the day, feeding me vague dreams about escaping dark places with gunshots following me all night. I wake up a few times throughout the night, but by the morning I find some peace and even sleep in, waking up with the gray morning light streaming through the curtains. 
 
    Following an old habit, I check my phone as soon as I sit up in bed, and I see a few missed calls from Riccardo. Shit. I guess he wants to know what happened last night—the news must’ve reached him already. Does he know it was me who broke into Nikolai’s house? I thought I killed all the witnesses, but perhaps I missed someone on the way. 
 
    I decide to keep my phone mute for the time being and stretch my arms, heading to the shower. My muscles are still sore after last night, and my mind is kinda groggy, but I can live with it. I leave my bedroom a few minutes later and linger in the hallway, listening to the house. It’s still quiet—and as soon as I think that I hear Misha’s voice coming from Sasha’s bedroom. My feet automatically carry me there. 
 
    Is it okay for me to enter? I pause in front of the door, but in the end, my worry takes over my hesitation, and I knock on the door before slowly pushing it open. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    Sasha quickly turns to me and sits up on the bed, but I don’t see the same hostile alertness that used to be in her movements before. She looks rather caught off guard, with her hair wet and messy after a shower and her emotions completely open on her face. 
 
    “Louis!” Misha jumps up on the bed, getting tangled in the blankets on the way. “Are you gonna join us? Mom, can he join us?” 
 
    I chuckle, watching him fight the bedsheets while Sasha murmurs something in Russian under her breath and moves to help him. “It depends on what you’re doing.” 
 
    “We’re trying to—ouch, Mom!” Misha pulls his twisted ankle out of the sheets and turns to me as if nothing. “We’re trying to decide what to have for breakfast!” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at that, endeared by his sweet childishness, and when I catch Sasha chuckling, my gaze darts to her. Our eyes meet, and something in my chest tightens at the sight of her smile and the glint in her eyes. It’s been a while since I saw her so happy, and deep in my heart, I know I want to see it every day. 
 
    “Well, what are the options?” I step into the room and, keeping an eye out for any sign of protest from Sasha, take a seat at the foot of her bed. 
 
    “Mom says I have to eat cereal.” 
 
    “And what do you want?” 
 
    “And I want pizza!” Misha purses his lips, looking at her from the corner of his eye, and Sasha rolls her eyes. 
 
    “We don’t have pizza. Or do you want to ride in a car for twenty minutes to get it?” She looks at him with raised eyebrows, but Misha confidently nods a few times. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Oh, teddy bear…" 
 
    "Wait, but what if we do this?" I raise a hand, and they both turn to me simultaneously with the same curious look. "I order pizza by phone, Misha and I drive there to pick it up, and then we have breakfast together at home. What do you think?" 
 
    "Yes!" 
 
    Yeah, it doesn’t take a lot to get Misha on my side. I look at Sasha, and after a moment of thinking, she shrugs. "I wouldn't mind having an hour to myself." 
 
    "Then it's decided." I clap my palms against my lap with a chuckle while Misha gets down on the floor and heads straight to the door. 
 
    "Wait, where are you going?" Sasha looks at him with a frown, and Misha, already holding the door handle, turns to her with quite a patronizing expression. 
 
    "Didn't you hear, Mom? I have to get dressed." 
 
    With that, he leaves, and both Sasha and I chuckle. It's funny to watch a ten-year-old act with such confidence—I don't want him to ever change. 
 
    Still smiling, I turn back to Sasha, and our eyes meet again. My heart tightens for a moment, and even though I know I have to leave as well, I look around, looking for a reason to stay. "So…how are you? Are you feeling okay?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    She seems thoughtful and rather distant, staring down at her blanket with a frown. Is that a hint that it's time for me to leave? Probably. I mean, why would she want me here in the first place? 
 
    "Well, I guess I have to get ready, too. See you later." I raise a hand in an awkward goodbye—god, why do I feel like an idiot—and move to get up, when Sasha quickly looks up. 
 
    "Wait, I think—I want to talk to you." 
 
    Oh? I didn't expect that, but I guess after yesterday there are some things to discuss. So I nod and sit back down, thinking about what to tell her. Should I ask her about Nikolai? Should I tell her not to be so careless again because she's important to me and— 
 
    "Louis…I'm sorry," Sasha murmurs, and all my thoughts come to a halt. Huh? I look at her with a frown, but Sasha still keeps her eyes on the blanket, frowning at her thoughts and looking unexpectedly vulnerable. "I can't believe I trusted Father more than I trusted you. And for years, god, for nine years, I blamed you for Mom’s death and dreamed about killing you." 
 
    Oh, so she’d been planning her attack for a while, huh? Well, after what I learned yesterday I can't be mad at her, so I sigh and shake my head. "It's not your fault. You didn't know." 
 
    "But I should've known." Sasha curls her hands into fists and raises her head with a look of remorse and anger at herself. "I should've known you'd never do something so horrible." 
 
    "But hadn't I betrayed you before ?" I chuckle joylessly, avoiding her gaze. It doesn't feel right to listen to her apologies because I know for sure Sasha was not the only one to make a mistake nine years ago. "Hadn't I treated you like an asshole? I broke your heart and refused to even talk to you about it. Honestly, you had every right to hate me." 
 
    "I don't know." She sighs and shakes her head with a sad smile on her lips. "Everyone goes through a breakup, and…maybe if I knew how to handle it, Mom would still be alive." 
 
    "What do you mean?" I frown, turning on the bed to face her properly. "She didn't come to us because of you." 
 
    "She did." Sasha swallows and looks at me with torment in her eyes. "She wanted to find you there. She wanted to make things right between us." 
 
    What? I blink. No, what…what the hell? 
 
    "Why would she do that?" 
 
    Sasha shrugs and looks away, pretending to be careless, but I see that the question hurts her heart. "I told her how much I loved you and how perfect we were together, and I guess…I guess she cared about me more than her own life." 
 
    Oh shit. Oh shit. I shut my eyes and drop my head into my palms, refusing to believe it. Because of my own stupid mistake, Sasha lost her mother. In a way, I did kill her, and the thought squeezes my heart so hard it hurts. 
 
    "I'm sorry," I mutter, and Sasha chuckles sadly and lays her hand on my shoulder. 
 
    "It's alright, you didn't know." 
 
    "No, you don't understand." I straighten up and look her in the eyes. "I'm sorry I made a mistake. I'm sorry I left you even though I loved you more than anyone." 
 
    Sasha's eyes widen and her hand falls off my shoulder, but I catch it and squeeze it in my hand. The words are burning in my heart, and I have to tell her. I have to. 
 
    "I'm sorry I was so scared of raising a child that I broke your heart—and your life.” I raise her hand to my lips, press a quick kiss, and breathe out. “Leaving you was the biggest mistake of my life, and—I know it’s impossible, but I’d do anything to make it right again.” 
 
    For a long moment, Sasha looks at me with unreadable eyes, and I don’t know what to do with myself. I feel like an idiot, a selfish idiot responsible for the death of her mother—and all of that because I was coward enough to break up with the only woman who mattered to me. God, how am I supposed to look her in the eyes now? 
 
    But suddenly Sasha squeezes my hand back, and when I look at her again, I feel like the color of her eyes has turned brighter. The corner of her lips rises into a smile as she says, “Well, I think we can—” 
 
    A scream interrupts her, and we both startle. 
 
    “Misha!” Sasha gets to the door first, and I follow right behind her, running down to the first floor where we hear muffled steps and voices through Misha’s persistent yelling. 
 
    “Get away from me! My mom is gonna kill you! Louis!” 
 
    Finally, we get to the first floor, and while Sasha immediately runs to the kitchen where Misha is being held on a stool, I stop to take in the situation. There are three men in the kitchen, one of them holding Misha’s shoulders, the other two hanging behind his back. As soon as they see Sasha they quickly move forward to catch her, and I can hear her curse them in Russian through gritted teeth. 
 
    My first instinct is to help her and Misha, but from the corner of my eye I notice a movement and turn around to face it—and come to a halt. 
 
    “Hello, Louis.” Yuriy Pushkov stops at the doorstep of my living room, smiling like an old friend of mine, and on his left and right there are two more guards. Shit. This looks like a trap. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I look from one man to the other, tensing up and ready to fight them. Yuriy seems to notice because he clicks his tongue and shakes his head. 
 
    “Is that how you greet friends?” 
 
    “Are we friends?” I quirk an eyebrow, feeling the flow of adrenaline in my veins. Goddamnit, why the hell didn’t I grab my gun this morning? 
 
    Yuriy cackles and looks behind me. “It is a good question, indeed.” 
 
    He holds a theatrical pause and, in the meantime, walks past me to the kitchen where Sasha and Misha are being forcefully held in one place. I clench my fists as I look at them, but I’m outnumbered here. I can’t do anything right now, so the best strategy is to wait and see what Yuriy has to offer. 
 
    “You see,” he finally continues as if hearing my thoughts. “I heard some very concerning news from yesterday. Apparently, you decided that you could come into our territory and attack our men without any reason at all.” 
 
    I had a good reason, I want to say, but at the last moment, I catch myself. My reason was to save Sasha from his crazy-ass friend, but I doubt Yuriy will like it. 
 
    “And you, Sashenka.” He turns to Sasha, who stands up straight and raises her chin, looking him in the eyes. “You killed your own father—which is not a bad thing in itself, of course. But Nikolai and I have been good friends for a long time, and it saddens me greatly to see his own daughter dig a knife into his back.” 
 
    “He deserved it,” Sasha spits out, looking him in the eyes, and Yuriy hums. 
 
    “I don’t think your opinion matters here.” He turns around to me and straightens his back, looking like he’s ready to make an announcement. “Louis, yesterday’s events proved that you cannot be trusted, and so, I cancel our deal and your marriage. Alexandra and Michail are coming with me.” 
 
    What? He can’t just do that! 
 
    “We aren’t going anywhere,” Sasha immediately protests, but Yuriy waves a hand at his men and they nudge her and Misha to the entrance. What the hell? 
 
    “No, I don’t agree,” I grit through my teeth and leap toward the man holding Misha—but suddenly someone catches my shoulder and shoves me back. 
 
    I only have a moment to catch myself from falling and I see that the two men who were guarding Yuriy before are standing in front of me now. As soon as I move, one of them lunges at me, aiming at my face, but I avoid his fist only to be met with the other man’s elbow. Ah, shit. He hits me straight in my stomach, and I double over in pain, stumbling back. 
 
    With a distant part of my mind, I register Misha’s cries and Sasha’s protests, but I don’t have time to process them before I notice that the men are stepping toward me again. One of them grabs my shoulder, the other swings his fist into my chin, and the impact sends me backward. I feel the taste of blood in my mouth, and it makes me sober up. 
 
    No, Louis, you aren’t gonna defeat them like that. You have to pull yourself together—for Sasha, for Misha, for your family. So I grit my teeth and focus on my opponents. 
 
    One of them is still holding my shoulder while the other wants to kick my stomach again, but at the last moment I grab the first one by the collar and push into the second one. It makes them stumble into each other, and while they’re trying to regain their composure I kick the one closest to me in his back. He loses his footing from the impact, so I turn to the other man and, while he tries to catch my throat, kick him between his legs. 
 
    It hurts, doesn’t it? I wipe the blood running down my chin and chuckle—when I feel a grip on my shoulders. 
 
    “The game is over,” I hear a voice with a Russian accent right behind me, and I realize that I don’t hear Sasha and Misha anymore. Shit! 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    I try to look over my shoulder, but someone hits my back hard enough to make me drop to my knees, coughing blood. Goddamnit. That’s not good. I try to get up, but another man kicks me in the stomach, and I fall on my back. My vision blurs from pain, but it’s enough to see four of Yuriy’s men around me. 
 
    One of them crouches next to me, and I try to push myself up to kick him, but he grabs my hair in a fist and smirks into my face. “Sweet dreams, you fucking pig.” 
 
    The next moment, pain bursts at the back of my head, my vision darkens, and with a groan on my lips I think about Sasha and Misha. I have to protect them. I have to keep them safe. But pain bursts again—and this time, I fall into unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    "You, bastards! Let me go!" I keep thrashing and screaming at Boris, trying to free my hands from the ties. Misha is on the other side of him, following my example and trying to kick Boris with his knees while biting into the ropes on his wrists. 
 
    It still feels surreal. How could they just barge into our house like this? What was that nonsense that Yuriy came up with? They can’t just force us to divorce, not now. Not when I finally accepted my feelings and opened my heart to Louis. I want to stay! 
 
    But with my wrists tied, I can’t do much except for awkwardly elbow Boris and kick the passenger seat in front of me. “This is bullshit! What do you want from us?” 
 
    “Alexandra, please,” Yuriy says with an all too patronizing tone, looking at me over his shoulder. “I’m sure you don’t want to make me mad, so calm down and wait for instructions.” 
 
    “What instructions?” I kick the back of his seat again, growling in hopeless anger, and spit out, “I’m not gonna do anything for you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you have no choice,” he murmurs with a smile on his lips, and I see him looking at the right mirror. 
 
    The next moment, the driver’s door opens, and Ivan gets into the seat. His breath is heavy, his shoulders are tense from the fight, and I immediately sit up. The last time I saw him, Ivan went back to the house to help the others keep Louis down, and I don’t like how long it took him to come back. 
 
    My heart flares up with worry and anger, and I look between him and Yuriy, mindlessly clenching my hands into fists. “Where’s Louis?” 
 
    “Have you done what I told you?” Yuriy asks at the same time, completely ignoring me, and Ivan nods and starts the car. 
 
    “Yes, boss.” He looks out the rear window, backing out of the parking spot, and I see that Yuriy’s other car is taking off as well. “The Messina is staying at home.” 
 
    Oh, no. No, no, no. I can hear Misha gasp, and my own heart freezes for a moment before exploding with fury. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I lean forward, trying to catch a glimpse of their faces, but Boris harshly pushes me back into the seat. It doesn’t matter. It’s not gonna stop me. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Yes, what did you do?” Misha repeats after me, and I glance at him. 
 
    I don’t want him to attract their attention or aggravate them in any way, but I can see in his pursed lips and serious frown that he’s as angry and worried as I am. He can’t just sit quietly when someone he likes is in danger, and I feel my heart swell with fondness. Yeah, that’s my boy. 
 
    “You’ll find out later,” Yuriy says, and for some reason the calm and careless tone of his voice makes something in me snap. 
 
    “No, I want to know now!” 
 
    I bounce forward over Boris’s knees and the transmission gearbox, hit Ivan’s forearm with both of my hands, and grab the wheel. I don’t really know what I’m trying to achieve—I’m clearly at a disadvantage here—but I can’t just sit here and watch them ruin my life. I have to do something! 
 
    So I turn the wheel from side to side, awkwardly leaning on it and fighting Ivan with my elbows, when I hear Yuriy sigh and say with clear irritation, “Boria.” 
 
    The next moment, Misha cries out in pain, and I startle and turn around. Boris is holding his arm with both hands, twisting his shoulder at a weird angle, and I see tears in Misha’s shut eyes. He tries to hold his scream back, but I see how much pain he’s in and immediately lunge at Boris. 
 
    But of course, it doesn’t take much for him to hold me back. Boris pushes me away with his elbow, grumbling curses under his breath, and twists Misha’s arm harder, making him cry and scream in pain. Son of a bitch! 
 
    “Are you sure you still want to test my patience?” Yuriy asks, as calm as ever, and I glare at him but obediently sit back in my place. “Good girl. Boria, let him go.” 
 
    Boris immediately obeys the command, and Misha whimpers and moves as far away from him as possible, looking at me with big eyes. My heart hurts and tightens with the urge to protect him, but I guess the best option is to sit still and wait for Yuriy’s instructions. 
 
    So I try to deliver the message to Misha with an encouraging smile, a glance at Boris, and a small shake of my head. Don’t make him mad. Don’t give him an excuse to hurt you. Be quiet and trust me, it’s gonna be alright. Misha sniffles and nods, leaning back into his seat with an intense glare Boris’s way. 
 
    “That’s better,” Yuriy comments all of a sudden, and I only then realize that he’s watching us through the mirror. “You have to learn how to obey people in power.” 
 
    “You talk like Father,” I grumble under my breath and lean back into the seat, looking out the window. Of course we’re on the way to the Bratva’s territories. 
 
    “I believe Nikolai and I had some similarities,” Yuriy keeps talking, relaxing in his own seat and turning his head toward me as if I want to have a goddamn small talk right now. “He was a good man. Not perfect, of course, but good. I have to admit I’m a little disappointed that he was weak enough to let you get so close to him. He paid his price for it, though.” 
 
    I huff and glance at him with my heart tight and overflowing with resentment. “Do you call being close with your children a weakness?” 
 
    “Of course.” Yuriy even chuckles in disbelief and shakes his head. “I’ve never made such a stupid mistake. Do you remember Lydia, my daughter? Ah, you probably don’t. You were, what, fifteen back then?” 
 
    He turns to look at me over his shoulder as if assessing my age, and I tense up and purse my lips, glaring back at him. It’s not gonna help me get out of here, but I just want him to know how much I despise him. It doesn’t bother him, of course. Yuriy hums and turns away. 
 
    “Yes, probably. Lydia must’ve been a few years older than you. Very smart, very competitive, you know? She started plotting against me at the age of eighteen, and not every girl can go that far! It’s a shame I had to kill her, but you know, how could I trust her after that?” 
 
    He chuckles, and I feel a wave of cold horror and resentment wash over me. I glance at Misha and see his eyes widen, his whole body tense, and I clench my fists tighter. Don’t worry, I’ll get you out of here, even if it means sacrificing myself. 
 
    We spend the rest of the ride in tense silence, only Yuriy comments something about the weather or hums a melody under his breath from time to time until his mansion appears in sight. It’s quite an impressive building, let me tell you, but for a man of his status, I guess it’s the first thing to have. 
 
    The mansion has three floors, two wings, and a pointed roof that makes it look like a freaking castle. There is a flower garden and a pool on one side of it, a wide parking lot on the other, and a whole damn golf field behind it that I’ve never seen but heard plenty about from Father. I’ve been here a few times before, mostly for celebrations or so-called family parties, but the place doesn’t bring any positive memories. On the contrary, I’d rather not see it for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Well, here we are.” Yuriy claps his hands, and as if on command, Boris grabs Misha’s shoulder. 
 
    “Mom?” 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” I immediately sit up, but before I can do anything Ivan opens the door from my side, grabs the back of my neck and my shoulder, and yanks me out of the car. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not cruel enough to take away the only thing that keeps you under control.” Yuriy smiles sweetly and pats Misha on the shoulder before turning away to the mansion. 
 
    It’s my best chance. The second car hasn’t arrived yet, Yuriy’s attention is elsewhere, and my obedience in the car has been enough to lower their guard. So I glance around, gather my strength—and swing my elbow into Ivan’s side. He doubles over in pain, and I turn around just enough to kick his balls with my knee. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    But I don’t let Boris finish the sentence and barrel into him with my shoulder, yelling, “Misha, run!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I said run away!” 
 
    Boris’ grip on him is strong, but I clench my fists and swing them at his wrist, forcing him to let Misha go. Thankfully, my boy knows when to listen, so after a moment of hesitation he does turn away, sprinting somewhere over the lawn. God, may they have enough humanity left to spare him the bullets. 
 
    But I can’t watch him for too long as Ivan regains his composure, Boris shakes out of his momentary shock, and they both lunge at me. I sneak away from their attack just a moment before they catch me, and they almost bump into each other before turning to me with a growl. But I’m good at running, so I step back, keeping my eyes on them and ready to bolt in the opposite direction. 
 
    “What are you gonna do now?” I chuckle, playing with their attention and forcing them to focus on me. “Do you think you can—” 
 
    But a gunshot interrupts me, a bullet hits the ground just two feet away from my toes, and it startles me so much that I hurry to step back and, caught off guard, fall on the ground. Another bullet explodes a foot from my face, sending dust and heat at my skin, and my heart almost bursts with adrenaline and primal fear, forcing me to crawl away from the source of it. 
 
    “You are very lucky that I need you alive,” Yuriy growls, walking closer, and through the ringing of the gunshots I hear screams and cries. Oh no, Misha! 
 
    I immediately sit up, still disoriented from the fire, and look around. Yuriy is just a few feet away from me, looking genuinely pissed, and behind his back I see Sergei dragging Misha to the mansion by his collar. Shit! I grit my teeth, ignoring the wave of despair trying to grow in my heart, and follow Ivan’s and Boris’s hands forcing me to get up. 
 
    “Why do you need me? What do you want?” I turn to Yuriy and see his expression shift back to the calm and confident mask he likes to wear. He puts his gun away in his holster, dusts himself off, and looks at me with a fake smile. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    God, I hate his fucking theatrics. 
 
    I purse my lips and obediently walk after him, nudged from behind. “At least let Misha go. Whatever you’re planning, he has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Oh, I believe he does.” Yuriy glances at me with a smirk, and it feels like a cold hand grips my heart. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I tug at my hands, trying to get closer to Yuriy, but Ivan and Boris hold me tightly so I can only stretch myself toward him. “What do you want to do with him?” 
 
    “Nothing scary, don’t worry. You only have to wait.” 
 
    That doesn’t calm my anxiety at all, but I feel like it’s pointless to keep asking questions. I only keep my gaze on Sergei and Misha a dozen feet in front of us and walk forward. Thankfully, it looks like they’re taking us to the same place, and it’s not a basement or a torture room. In fact, we end up in Yuriy’s office, a big and spacious room with solid oak furniture and dark green walls. 
 
    When we enter, Olga is already there, leaning over the desk and typing something on a laptop. She looks at us for a moment and, without batting an eye, straightens up and turns to Yuriy. 
 
    “Is everything ready?” He walks to her, focused more on the laptop, and Olga nods. 
 
    “Riccardo will call you any minute now.” 
 
    I blink and open my mouth around a silent question. What? Riccardo? 
 
    But before I can say anything, Yuriy’s phone rings with Tchaikovsky’s symphony, and he grins widely and answers the call. “Hello?” 
 
    The room is silent and his speakers are loud, so it doesn’t take a lot of effort to hear the response, and my heart drops when I realize that it is, indeed, Riccardo’s voice. I may not be so familiar with him, but I have a good memory, and the few times I’ve heard him speak were enough to memorize it. Now, I can easily hear that Riccardo is tense and furious. 
 
    “I’ve just received a call from Louis and our border patrols. What the hell is going on, Yuriy?” 
 
    Louis? Oh, that means he’s alive! I quietly breathe out in relief while Yuriy openly chuckles and shakes his head, turning to the window. “I’d like to ask the same. Why was your man rummaging around our streets at night, killing my men and disturbing our peace? It was not a part of the deal, Riccardo.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The truce is over now—so of course, I took what belongs to our family back.” He glances at us, and I narrow my eyes, burning with anger from within. “I am not going to touch Elena for now, but I'm counting on you to bring her back when I demand it." 
 
    Riccardo pauses for a moment, and I can imagine him exchanging a glance with Elena before he grits out, “You can’t be serious. It doesn’t work like that.” 
 
    “If I say it does, it does,” Yuriy says with an arrogant smile, and god, how much I’d give to punch him in the face before shooting his head. 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” 
 
    “Eloquent.” Yuriy chuckles and takes a seat in his armchair behind the desk. “Well, if you’d like to discuss it like adults, you are always welcome in my house.” 
 
    Oh, come on, that’s such a cheap trick. Riccardo isn’t so stupid to come to his enemy’s house, is he? 
 
    “You don’t expect me to trust you, do you?” Riccardo says after a second, and I’m glad to hear mocking notes in his voice. Maybe someone will finally put this asshole in his place. 
 
    “Why not?” Yuriy plays innocent, even though it’s an obvious lie for everyone in the room, even Misha. “I don’t want to start the war all over again, and I’m sure you don’t want it either. But under current circumstances, we have to take another look at the deal between our families.” 
 
    Riccardo holds a pause, and I can’t believe he’s even thinking about it. What the hell! 
 
    “Besides,” Yuriy adds in the meantime and glances at me. “If your cousin wants to see his wife again, you have to hurry up. I am not going to keep them here forever.” 
 
    “How can I be sure your people aren’t gonna kill me as soon as I step foot in your territory?” Riccardo asks finally, and I can hear just how grim his voice is now. I’m not sure what Yuriy is talking about either, but I don’t like it. 
 
    “Oh, that’s simple!” Yuriy even laughs a little, slowly turning around in his chair. “Bring Elena with you. She’ll be your lucky charm.” 
 
    “I’ll bring my men with me.” 
 
    “Sure.” Yuriy grins. “Whatever makes you feel comfortable.” 
 
    Riccardo doesn’t say anything for a moment, clearly mulling it over, but in the end, he breathes out. “Alright, then. I’ll be there soon.” 
 
    “Great! It’s a pleasure to have—” 
 
    But Riccardo hangs up before Yuriy finishes the sentence, and I see his smile growing wider. He looks at Olga, leans on the desk with his elbows, and drums his fingers, looking like a child waiting to open Christmas presents. 
 
    “He’s angry. That’s good. Will make it easier to start the fight.” 
 
    Olga nods with a cold look in her eyes. “Our men are at their positions and ready to open fire as soon as they arrive.” 
 
    “Good, good.” 
 
    Ah, they can’t be serious! I look between them in disbelief before laughing out loud and attracting their attention. “Do you think Riccardo is actually going to come here unarmed? He’s not that dumb.” 
 
    “Maybe he isn’t, although I’m not sure about that.” Yuriy smiles and leans back in his chair. “But Elena will make sure he doesn’t change his mind.” 
 
    Elena? The smile falls off my lips, and I cast my gaze to the floor, thinking it over and over again with a lump growing in my throat. 
 
    Everything is ready. 
 
    Our men are at their positions. 
 
    Elena will make sure he doesn’t change his mind. 
 
    Goddamnit. It’s a trap. They want to kill Riccardo! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 - Louis 
 
      
 
    Shit. My mind drifts into consciousness, and I immediately wince from the burst of pain at the back of my head. What the hell happened? 
 
    I swallow and try to push myself upright, but the movement causes the pain to come back again with a rush of nausea. Goddamnit. They knocked me out well. Wait, they? I groan and force myself to sit up, leaning on the wall and trying to catch my breath. My whole body is sore, a few points pulsating with pain, and my head is so heavy I have to lean back. 
 
    Yuriy. Yuriy was here. He brought his men and talked some bullshit about the deal being over. I tried to attack him, yes, but two of his men stopped me while the others took Sasha and Misha away… 
 
    No! I grit my teeth, try to get up—and immediately flinch from the rush of dizziness. Okay, maybe I have to take it a little bit slower, but I can’t just sit there and wait till I get better. I have to find them. I have to keep them safe. 
 
    After a few seconds of concentration, I manage to get up and, slightly swaying, walk to the kitchen. Where’s my phone? I check my pockets and find it in my pants. The screen was strong enough to survive the assault, even though there are cracks spreading through the screen protector. Whatever. What did I want to do? 
 
    I lean on the wall, trying to gather my thoughts, before it finally comes to me, and I search for Riccardo’s contact. I’m not in the right shape to confront the leader of the Russian Bratva. I need help, and after what Yuriy organized this morning I think the Messinas have every right to go against him. 
 
    Riccardo picks up after the second ring, and I can hear that he’s wide awake and serious. “Louis?” 
 
    “The Russians were here,” I mumble, still breathing heavily and looking around the kitchen for water. My throat is so dry I can feel every word scratching it from the inside. “They took Sasha and…and Misha.” 
 
    I grab a glass with unsure fingers and pour in some water from the tap while Riccardo pauses to process my words. He doesn’t sound very surprised when he finally says, “Was it Yuriy?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod along with it and take a big gulp, closing my eyes. Damn, that feels good, even with the dull pain spreading through the back of my head from the movement. 
 
    “I see.” At the same time, I can hear Riccardo move around, his clothes rustling as he walks somewhere. “Listen, Louis, don’t worry, they’re gonna be fine. I’ll deal with it, okay?” 
 
    I frown. How is he gonna deal with it? We have to go there. We have to attack them. We have to take my family back! 
 
    “But you can’t just—” 
 
    “Trust me,” Riccardo cuts me off, still walking. “Don’t do anything stupid and wait for my call. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come and get Sasha.” 
 
    I shut my eyes and rub my forehead. Is this because of the bruise on my head, or do his words really not make any sense? 
 
    “We have to get her as soon as possible,” I finally say the only thing that’s clear in my mind, and Riccardo sighs and pauses in his step. 
 
    “I know, Louis. I’ll deal with it as quickly as I can. Until then, keep your phone close and don’t get involved. Everything is under control.” 
 
    What control? What the fuck is he talking about? But Riccardo hangs up before I can say anything, and I growl under my breath and lean on the counter. I don’t understand it. Who knows what Yuriy has in mind? Sasha and Misha may be in danger right now—and Riccardo wants me to wait. 
 
    I don’t know what exactly he has under control, but it didn’t look like control when Yuriy and his men just drove through our territory and barged into my house as if nothing. Where was his control then? Why didn’t he stop Yuriy in the first place? I scratch my nails against the counter as I curl my hands into fists. I’m sorry, Riccardo, but I can’t trust you. Not this time. 
 
    I finish the glass of water in a series of quick gulps, ignoring the pain in my head from the angle, and walk to the door. My steps are still unsteady, and my mind still needs some clarity, but I feel good enough to drive my car into the Russians’ territory and fight for my wife and my son. No matter what Yuriy thinks, they are my family, and he can’t take them away from me. 
 
    I've already lost them once, and I am not going to let it happen again. 
 
    As soon as I drive onto the street, I feel the aftereffects of the blow in my head. It’s difficult to concentrate on many things at once, and I feel a headache growing at the back of my mind. But thankfully, I’ve spent half of my life driving the streets of Chicago, and I know the coordinates of Yuriy’s mansion by heart. So I follow the directions in my mind almost reflexively, creating only a few dangerous situations on the road. 
 
    When I get closer to the Bratva’s borders, though, I slow down and try not to attract their attention. The last thing I need right now is another confrontation with some morons of a lower rank. But surprisingly, nobody pays attention to me, and even when I cross paths with a group that clearly looks like a patrol, they don’t bat an eye. 
 
    Damn. That’s suspicious, isn’t it? Perhaps I have to be more careful—but instead, I pick up speed and drive straight to Yuriy’s mansion. Whatever reason they’re ignoring me, I don’t care. Right now, the only thing that matters is to get to Sasha and Misha as soon as I can. 
 
    It’s hard to mistake Yuriy’s mansion for anything else. A few years ago, when I still was too young and low-ranked to be known by the Russians, Riccardo’s father sent me to keep an eye on Yuriy. We had a reason to believe that he was keeping a few of our men in the basement of his mansion—later, we found out it was true—so I had to gather as much information as possible to get them out of there. 
 
    I know where most of the rooms are and how to sneak closer to the mansion without being noticed, but I don’t care enough to hide my appearance. Even if the Russians didn’t stop my car, they must’ve reported it to Yuriy, so what’s the point? Besides, I don’t have enough strength of mind right now to create a better plan of approach—so instead, I drive my car straight to the entrance of Yuriy’s mansion and swing the door closed behind me. 
 
    The building is oddly peaceful and quiet, with no guards or servants coming out to greet me, and for some reason it pisses me off. I see cars in the parking lot, so that means at least someone is inside. Is it not Yuriy? Did he take Sasha and Misha somewhere else? Shit. No, it can’t be! 
 
    “Yuriy, you bastard!” I yell, walking up the stairs to the door. I’m glad to notice that my coordination is better now, but the soreness and exhaustion still keep my muscles stiff. “Where are you? Where did you take them?” 
 
    The empty hallway only echoes my words back at me, and with a rush of frustration I take out my gun, ready to shoot at the ceiling, when I finally hear some movement. Are those steps? Is someone coming to face me? I look around, trying to find the source of the sound, but at the last moment I realize that it’s coming from multiple sides, and one of them is right behind me! 
 
    I instinctively turn around, firing at the door and whoever is hiding behind it, and step back. The thunder of my own gunshots hurts my ears, making me flinch. Shit. I have to focus! I breathe out sharply and raise my gun, looking at every door and opening leading from the hallway. 
 
    “Where are you?” I ask out loud, and the response comes from above. 
 
    “This door was made and carved from taiga trees, and you just shot it like a barbarian.” Sergei walks down the stairs with an indifferent expression, and I feel a wave of anger and adrenaline in my veins. 
 
    “You’ve stolen my wife like a fucking toy. Do you call yourself civilized?” 
 
    I aim my gun at him and open fire, but Sergei jumps a few stairs down, avoiding it, and before I can fire again, someone hits my head from behind. The burst of pain is so strong it blinds me for a moment, and I feel the ground slipping from under my feet until someone grabs both of my arms and forces me to stand up. 
 
    My mind is heavy, and my vision is blurry, so I have to blink a few times before I can focus on Sergei’s face in front of me. He stands there with his arms crossed and a cold look on his face, reminding me of his mother. 
 
    “Your marriage was just a deal, and you’ve broken it. Accept it.” Sergei looks at the men behind me and nods upstairs. “Take him to Father’s office.” 
 
    I groan under my breath and tug at my arms and shoulders, trying to free myself from the grip, but my movements are too slow and uncoordinated to do any good. Shit. I grit my teeth but give up to their nudging, walking after Sergei. They knew what they were doing when they hit me right at the bruise. That second blow shook my mind all over again, and now I have to pull myself together before my weakness becomes dangerous. 
 
    With my arms held behind my back, the Russians take me to the second floor where, after a few knocks on the door, they push me into the room hard enough to make me stumble. The pain of the sharp movement and the daylight streaming through open curtains make me wince for a moment when I hear a gasp. 
 
    “Louis!” 
 
    Is that Sasha? My heart immediately picks up its pace, and I frantically look around the room. I see Yuriy and Olga next to a huge desk, looking as unbothered as ever, and a few feet away from them, there are Sasha and Misha, kneeling on the floor with their hands tied behind their backs. 
 
    They both look at me with eyes full of surprise and relief, and Sasha even sits up in her place, her gaze darting over me from head to toe. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nod, but before I can say anything Yuriy clears his throat and claps his hands. He looks between me and Sasha with a fake smile and shakes his head. “Ah, a family reunion! How sweet. It’s a shame you came all this way for nothing.” 
 
    “Let them go!” I immediately turn to him with a frown of rage, trying to step closer but being held back by the men behind me. “Sasha is my wife, Misha is my son, you can’t just take them away. They’re my family!” 
 
    I glance at them, and I see both Sasha and Misha looking at me with wide eyes, huddled together. At the same time, Yuriy leans back in his chair and hums as if he’s genuinely thinking about my words, and his theatrics make my blood boil. What a piece of shit! Is it so hard to be honest for once? 
 
    “Well, they're my family, too, aren't they?" He pointedly looks at Olga as if reminding me that she is Sasha’s aunt. Olga doesn’t even bat an eye, keeping her eyes on the laptop on the desk, but as always, it doesn't bother him. "But you shouldn't worry, I'll let them go as soon as I'm done with your cousin." 
 
    I blink. My cousin? Riccardo? 
 
    "Although I don't think you'll be there to witness it," Yuriy adds, rubbing his chin and studying me with a thoughtful frown. "I don't want you to spoil my plan, so—" 
 
    "No!" Sasha suddenly exclaims while I'm still processing his words. My mind is thick and slow, and it takes me a moment to grasp the hidden meaning. "Let him go, he hasn't done anything!" 
 
    But Yuriy only chuckles and swings in his chair, turning to face her. "So now you are going to defend him. Interesting. Are you two actually in love or what?" 
 
    Sasha and I exchange a quick look, and I can see in her eyes that she shares my thoughts. Our relationship is none of his fucking business. But our silence speaks enough, and Yuriy laughs out loud and claps his hands. 
 
    "Oh, that's brilliant! Olga, did you see that?" 
 
    He looks at her, but Olga only glances at us and nods, not a single muscle on her face twitching. God, it feels like only a damn apocalypse can catch her off guard. 
 
    "But as entertaining as it is to watch you, lovebirds," Yuriy continues as if nothing and dramatically sighs, looking between us. "I can't let the Italian go. It just doesn't fit my vision, you know? Who knows what he's gonna do next, and I don't like leaving unpredictable variables in my plans." 
 
    He looks me in the eyes and shrugs. 
 
    "Sorry, Louis, that's life. Sergei, take him—" 
 
    But a sudden shriek interrupts him, and before I know it, Sasha jumps to her feet and runs at Yuriy with her eyes burning and her face bearing a grimace of rage. No! What is she doing? Stop! Adrenaline boils in my heart, clearing my mind, and I tense up, ready to jolt forward—but someone else beats me to it. 
 
    Sasha almost reaches Yuriy—who doesn’t even look that bothered by her sudden outburst—when Sergei barrels into her, pushing her off her course. The impact makes her stumble and almost fall down, but Sasha regains her composure only for Sergei to punch her in the face. 
 
    "No! Don't touch her!" 
 
    The scream comes from the bottom of my heart, and I see dark dots of rage in my vision. Like in slow motion, I see Sasha losing balance and falling on her side, coughing out blood. God, no! No! 
 
    "You fucker!" I start thrashing and kicking my guards even harder, invigorated by the fire in my heart, when I hear another scream. 
 
    It's loud and unintelligible, but I recognize Misha’s voice, and my whole body stills as I look for him in the room. What happened? Did someone hurt him? Where is he? 
 
    Only a moment later I catch the movement and realize that he's running toward me. Wait, what? 
 
    I don't have time to think before Misha barrels at full speed into one of my guards, forcing him to step back in surprise. It's only a momentary distraction, and the guard is already pushing Misha away, but even these two seconds give me a chance to free myself. I yank my arm out of the Russian’s grip and, without holding back, swing my fist into my other guard's face, catching him off guard in this chaos. 
 
    "Hold him, idiots!" 
 
    But it's too late. The first guard tries to jump on me, but with my body moving on pure instinct, I meet him with my fist in his stomach. The man doubles over from pain, but I hold his shoulder and grab his gun out of his holster before kicking him away from me. I hear Sergei’s steps behind me, so I turn around and open fire before I can assess the situation. 
 
    Sergei yelps in pain, stumbling to the side, and it gives me a view of Yuriy standing behind his desk. God, finally, finally, he looks genuinely furious and caught off guard. He widens his eyes and opens his mouth to yell another command, but I shoot him before he can do anything. 
 
    Goddamnit. My focus is still blurry, so the bullet only reaches his shoulder. Yuriy cries out in pain and pure rage, yelling frantically, "Kill him! Fucking kill him! Sergei, why are you lying there? Do something!" 
 
    God, he looks so sad and pathetic, and I take a moment to enjoy it. A moment that’s enough for one of my guards to bump into me from behind. It throws me off balance, and I sway forward and backward, trying to push him off me, when suddenly a gunshot pierces Yuriy’s hysterical cries—but it comes from the other side of the room. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 - Sasha 
 
      
 
    The first gunshot makes me flinch and blink my eyes open. The pain in my cheek and the taste of blood in my mouth have overtaken my senses, and I feel like my mind is just drifting back to consciousness. What’s going on? 
 
    I hear Yuriy’s unintelligible yelling and screaming, a rustle of clothes, some kind of commotion around the room—and then, another gunshot. This time it’s even louder, and my body reacts on pure instinct. I sit up on the floor, trying to focus better on my surroundings, and from the corner of my eye, I see Yuriy slump to the floor. 
 
    Wait, did they shoot him? Is it real? 
 
    I look at Yuriy’s body and instinctively crawl back and away from him when I see that he’s still trying to move. The gunshots are still ringing in my ears, so it takes me a moment to realize that the room is completely silent. In that silence, Yuriy’s wheezing and convulsive attempts to grab his own chest are that much clearer. 
 
    “You—how could you—” 
 
    His words are cut off by another coughing fit, but the look of his wide eyes is fixed on Olga—and only then do I realize that it wasn’t Louis who shot him. Olga lowers the gun in her hand, looking at him with cold indifference, and slowly walks around the desk to get closer to Yuriy. The clacking of her heels echoes in the silence, and I freeze as I watch the scene in front of me. 
 
    For the first time in my life, Yuriy looks petrified. His eyes are wide open, his teeth are gritted with blood trickling down to his chin, and his face looks like a grimace of pain and fear. He gasps for breath and attempts to crawl away from Olga, gurgling through the blood. 
 
    “Sergei, Sergei, where are you? Kill—kill her, do you—” He coughs again, unable to take a breath, and wheezes, “Do you hear me? S-stop her.” 
 
    But Sergei doesn’t budge, watching his father thrash around with a distant look. None of the guards moves either as if waiting to see who will win, and it looks like Yuriy understands that as well because he grunts a curse in Russian under his breath and turns to Olga. By now, she’s already standing right in front of him, looking down at her husband with no mercy in her eyes. 
 
    “Just tell me…” Another gurgle interrupts him, and Yuriy has to gasp for breath a few times before he manages to finish with a single word. “Why?” 
 
    “You’ve lost your grip, darling.” She raises her gun and aims at his head. “It’s time for me to take over the crown.” 
 
    She pulls the trigger, and even I flinch and look away from the gruesome scene, looking for Misha instead. He’s on the other side of the room, and thankfully, it looks like the desk covers Yuriy’s body from him. But my heart still squeezes when I realize that he’s crying with his knees pressed to his chest and his eyes tightly shut. 
 
    God, my baby. A pause inevitably settles in the room after the second most powerful person in Chicago’s underworld dies, but I ignore it and, with my hands still tied behind me, rush to Misha. My cheek and lip are still swollen, my shoulder is bruised, my muscles are sore, and every movement hurts in one way or another—but I don’t pay attention to any of that. 
 
    “Teddy bear, are you alright?” I drop to my knees next to him, leaning forward to take a proper look at his face. As soon as he hears my voice, Misha looks up at me with swollen eyes and lunges forward with a stifled sob. 
 
    “Mommy! I was so scared!” 
 
    At the same time, I hear some commotion behind me and awkwardly crawl around to look. With a loud curse, Louis pushes Ivan off himself and hurries toward us, dropping the gun on the floor. His eyes are full of so much worry and affection that my heart tightens, and when he wraps his arm around my shoulders, I can’t help but lean in. 
 
    God, is it finally over? 
 
    As if in response to my thought, the door swings open, and I hear people walking in. What, are these Yuriy’s people? Is this another trap? I feel so exhausted I don’t even have enough strength in me to care about the potential danger. I only lean closer into Louis’s embrace that enwraps both Misha and me and shut my eyes. Just give us some peace, please… 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I blink in surprise and feel Louis’s shoulders tense up as he turns around to follow the voice. I look up as well and see Riccardo and Elena at the doorstep. They both look caught off guard, looking around the room with surprise and confusion. Yeah, I’m sure this is not what they expected to see, although I’m surprised they even got to Yuriy’s office so easily. 
 
    “You’re too late,” Olga says suddenly and places the gun on the desk before fixing her hair. Her voice is as calm as always, as if she hasn’t just killed her own husband. “We’ve already finished. Boria, Ivan, take the body away.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Uh, but where should we take it?” Ivan hesitantly lingers next to Yuriy’s body, and Olga gestures at the door. 
 
    “Put him in the freezer in the basement, I’ll take care of the burial later.” She turns to her son and nods at the body. “Actually, Sergei, you can help them. Your father was one hell of a boar. ” 
 
    Without a hint of grief or hesitation, Sergei nods and walks past her to Yuriy, joining the other two. As he passes Olga, she briefly squeezes his shoulder and murmurs something into his ear with a softer look in her eyes before letting him go and turning to Riccardo and Elena. It’s unusual to see Olga showing her feelings in public, but I guess today is special. 
 
    While the guys carry Yuriy's body through the room, we all watch as if hypnotized. God, how little it takes to turn such a powerful man into a pile of flesh and bones. When they finally leave, it feels as if everyone breathes out simultaneously, and a moment later Riccardo clears his throat. 
 
    “Does this mean our deal is sealed?” he says rather cautiously, looking at Olga with slightly raised eyebrows. Next to him, Elena weaves her hand around his shoulder, squeezing it with what looks like nervousness. 
 
    “It is.” Olga nods and even smiles a little, leaning on the desk with her fingers. “Welcome to the new era, ladies and gentlemen.” 
 
    Wait, what? I look at Louis, he turns to look at me, and I see the same confusion in his frown. Oh, okay. Good to know I’m not the only one clueless here. Actually, as I look at him, it reminds me of something, and I nudge Louis with my elbow and nod at my back. My hands are still tied and my muscles feel numb at this point, so it'd be nice to free them. 
 
    “Ah, sorry.” Louis immediately moves behind me to undo the ties and, while his hands are busy, looks up. “Is someone going to explain to us what's going on?” 
 
    Riccardo looks at Louis in surprise as if he forgot he was there, but a moment later he clears his throat and scratches the back of his head. “Oh. Right.” 
 
    If I knew him any better, I’d say he looks awkward, but I don’t really care. 
 
    As soon as Louis unties my hands, I turn away from Riccardo and Elena and focus on pulling Misha into my arms. Whatever they’re gonna say, the only important thing right now is that my son is safe and sound. He’s still trembling slightly, and I hear sniffles in his breathing, but he’s definitely feeling better now, and god, it’s so good to just hold him like this. I even close my eyes for a moment, holding Misha tighter, but Riccardo’s voice pulls me back to the present. 
 
    "I guess now there's nothing to hide anymore.” He looks at Olga and Elena as if checking with them before turning back to us. “A few months ago, Olga secretly sent me a message through Elena, warning me that Yuriy planned to break the truce and offering to help her in taking him down. She already had quite a few people on her side, but she needed someone from outside the family to keep him distracted. So I contacted Gerardo Escarra and offered to secretly use some of our storage if he agreed to keep the Russians occupied.” 
 
    What? All three families had an agreement and nobody knew about it? I think about every time my family and I had to risk our lives to chase the Mexicans out of our territories, and it sends a wave of anger through me. I can feel Louis tense up next to me, and I guess he had no idea about this either. 
 
    Riccardo seems to catch our discontent and shrugs before continuing, “I know, it was risky, but it was worth it. The Mexicans kept Yuriy distracted while Olga was gathering people and information to find the best time to kill him—and that’s when you entered the scene.” 
 
    Us? I exchange a quick glance with Louis and instinctively pull Misha closer. Is he talking about our wedding? 
 
    “To be honest, I think we owe you a thank you.” Riccardo chuckles, patting Elena’s hand on his arm. “It was almost impossible to catch Yuriy off guard, and if we made even a single mistake, he’d kill Olga without a second of delay. But after you two got married, oh, it got him so excited.” 
 
    Riccardo looks at Olga, prompting her to continue, and she chuckles in her usual cold manner and nods. “Yes, Yuriy had come up with the idea of setting up Nikolai and pushing Sasha to break the truce even before she accepted the proposal.” 
 
    “Wait,” Louis suddenly says with a look of realization on his face. “Does that mean that Yuriy sent you to tell me about her mom?” 
 
    Oh, shit. It does make sense. 
 
    “He did,” Olga confirms with a nod. “He hoped that Sasha would lose herself as soon as she found out the truth—and I have to say, you fulfilled his expectations.” 
 
    She looks at me with a small, amused smile, and I feel sick at the thought of being Yuriy’s doll. Am I so easy to manipulate? Goddamnit! 
 
    “Even more so,” Olga continues in the meantime, “Louis, one of the Messinas, joined you, and you both wreaked so much havoc that no one would doubt Yuriy’s decision to get back at the Italians. And, well, the rest is history.” 
 
    She gestures at the spot on the carpet where Yuriy’s body lay just a few minutes ago and scrunches her nose. I guess the bloodstain doesn’t fit the interior of the office. 
 
    “So what now?” Louis shakes his head after processing their story for a few seconds and turns to Riccardo. “Are we friends with the Russians? And the Mexicans? What does it all mean?” 
 
    “Looks like we are friends with the Russians.” Riccardo chuckles and looks from Elena to Olga. “But about the Mexicans…we’ll see.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Olga confirms, and I catch a cold note in her voice. “They have to abide by our rules. Otherwise, we’ll have to join forces and get rid of them once and for all.” 
 
    That sounds better. The whole idea of having an alliance with the Mexicans rubs me the wrong way. Although, a few years ago I couldn’t imagine having an alliance with the Messinas, being Louis’s wife, and...well, enjoying it, so who knows what's waiting for us in the future. 
 
    I put my head on Louis’s shoulder, stroke Misha’s back, and close my eyes. For now, I’m pretty content with what my life has given me. 
 
    Soon after, Olga hints that she has plenty of things to take care of as the new head of the Russian Bratva, and despite the exhaustion weighing me down, I pull Misha up and follow Louis out of the mansion. They’re talking about something with Riccardo and Elena, but I don’t listen. It’s their family’s business, although I guess it’s time for me to call myself a Messina. It feels weird, but I think I can live with it. 
 
    “Well, hope to see you soon.” Riccardo raises his hand in a farewell, and Elena gives me a tentative smile. 
 
    “You’re welcome to visit us. Max would be happy to have someone to play with. You know, I haven’t been in shape lately.” She pointedly looks at her belly, and I chuckle and nod, squeezing Misha’s shoulder. 
 
    “Sure. That would be nice.” 
 
    Are we gonna be one of these sickeningly sweet families that visit each other every weekend? Well, to be honest, after spending a month in Louis’s house with no friends, it doesn’t sound that bad. 
 
    Finally, Louis takes the driver’s seat, Misha and I settle in the back, and we drive away from the Pushkov mansion—hopefully, to never see it again. I watch familiar streets and buildings pass behind the car window, bathing in the sunlight peeking through the clouds, and at last my heart feels at peace. 
 
    I catch it right away when Louis suddenly changes course and, instead of taking the shortest road home, drives off the highway and to the rest area. But Misha has already dozed off on my shoulder, so I decide not to wake him up and wait to see what Louis wants to do. I have to trust him more if I want this relationship to work, right? 
 
    But all Louis does is drive to the gas station to refill the tank before making a turn toward the closest pizza place. Oh. I blink. I completely forgot about his promise to Misha this morning. My heart warms up at the realization, and I close my eyes and hide a smile in Misha’s hair. 
 
    Louis keeps his voice low as he places his order at the drive-through, and it sounds like he thinks we’re both asleep. To be fair, the afternoon sun does make me drowsy, and my sore muscles and bruised lip remind me that I spent two days in a row fighting for my life. I probably doze off while Louis picks up the order because the next time I open my eyes, we’re already pulling into our driveway. 
 
    When the car slows down, Misha fidgets as well and rubs his eyes, looking around. “Are we already at home?” 
 
    “Almost.” Louis chuckles and looks at us over his shoulder. “All that’s left is to get to the door. Do you think you can handle that?” 
 
    Misha whines out loud, stretching his arms over his head in a pure expression of laziness, and I huff and jokingly nudge him with my elbow. At the same time, Louis turns around in his seat to look at us properly and quirks his eyebrow with a challenge. 
 
    “Alright, what about—whoever gets to the door first chooses the first piece of pizza.” 
 
    Misha’s eyes immediately light up, and he almost bounces on his seat. “Pizza?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Louis nods and demonstratively reaches for his door handle. Of course, it spurs Misha to get out of his seat, almost kicking me with his feet in a hurry, and the two of them take off toward the house with loud giggles. God, why does it feel like I have two babies now, and why does it make me so fond? 
 
    “I don’t know which one of you won,” I announce loudly as I enter the house with the boxes of pizza that Louis, of course, has left behind. “But Mom had to carry all this on her own, so she gets to choose the first piece. Got it?” 
 
    Misha jokingly whines but doesn’t complain further, jumping off his place on the couch and running to the kitchen. I guess the car nap was enough to restore his energy, but it’s good. I’m glad to see that the morning’s events didn’t have a lasting effect on his mood—and I have to thank Louis for that. The two of them joke around in the kitchen while choosing what box to open first, and my heart grows warm when I realize how easy it is for Misha to be a child with Louis. 
 
    Maybe in the past Louis rejected Misha out of fear and inexperience, but I can see that he has grown to be a father. 
 
    “Mom, are you coming? I’m hungry!” Misha pulls me out of my thoughts, impatiently drumming his hands against the table, and I shake my head with a chuckle and walk over to join them in the kitchen. 
 
    We spend the rest of the afternoon together, eating pizza and watching Misha’s favorite movies. And later when Louis takes a seat next to me on the couch, I don’t move away, letting him wrap an arm around my shoulders and ignoring the sparkles of heat in my belly. But by the evening, the exhaustion of the morning seems to take over all of us, and before Misha and Louis pass out in the living room, I shoo both of them upstairs. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh when Louis pretends to be too tired to walk and wraps his arms around me, leaning on me with his weight. The heat of his breath and the closeness of his body create a wave of desire so strong I feel the heat of it on my cheeks—but Misha is here, laughing at Louis’s antics, so I can only push him away and huff. 
 
    “You’re a big boy, Louis. I’m sure you can put yourself to bed.” 
 
    With some dramatic sighs and grunting, Louis does go to his bedroom while I take Misha to his own. Despite his bright mood, I know Misha isn’t ready to stay on his own, and the way he tenses up when I turn off the light only proves it. So I read a pirate story to distract his thoughts, and eventually his grip on my hands relaxes. 
 
    “Mom,” he calls me quietly when I put the book away and get ready to leave. 
 
    “Yes, teddy bear?” I turn back to him and stroke his hair, smiling when I see him close his eyes and tighten his grip on the pillow. 
 
    “I like it here. I don’t want to leave Louis.” 
 
    Oh. I forgot that I had told him about my plans to leave soon—as soon as I could kill Louis. God, how much has changed in just two days, huh? My heart tightens with a rush of affection, and I stroke Misha’s cheek and press a kiss to his temple. 
 
    “We won’t leave, I promise.” 
 
    With that, Misha breathes out and relaxes his shoulders, and I wait for his breathing to turn deep and steady before walking out of his room. Yeah, who would’ve thought that things would go this way? I huff under my breath, and my gaze automatically darts to the door of Louis's bedroom. 
 
    Ah, damn it. The memories of our wedding night flash in my mind, and my body reacts to them with a wave of heat. Aren’t we like…officially together now? I linger in the middle of the hallway, hesitating. Can I go in there and, I don’t know, let him take me in whatever way he wants? 
 
    The thought makes me tighten from inside, but— 
 
    Damn it. I’m being stupid. Louis was clearly so sleepy in the living room, and here I am, thinking about waking him up and demanding to have sex. Besides, we haven’t really talked things through. I mean, Louis confessed to me and all that, but…ah, I don’t know! 
 
    My thoughts turn into a mess, and in the end, I turn around on my heels and storm to my own room. I feel like a teenager, or no, even worse than that! Because when I was nineteen and met Louis for the first time, I knew very well who he was and I refused to pine for him like that. But now, I’m almost thirty, yet I feel even more awkward than before. 
 
    I drop onto my bed, gather the pillow in my arms, and huff into it. Whatever. Why am I even thinking about this? We are married, so we have all the time in the world to sleep together again. But no matter how many times I tell myself this, I keep thinking about Louis until my mind finally drifts to sleep. 
 
    When I wake up, at first I feel like I’m still in the midst of my lewd dreams. I feel the warmth of Louis’s touches, his palm sliding up and down my waist, and I instinctively lean back and into his embrace. My body is so hot and tight after my dreams that I release a whine, still keeping my eyes closed. God, why does it feel so good? 
 
    “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” I hear Louis whisper all of a sudden, and only then does my mind catch up with the present. Wait, so it’s all real? 
 
    I take a deep breath and blink my eyes open, still dizzy from the waves of sleepiness and desire. My room is still dark with only a hint of gray light behind the curtains. It looks like an extremely early morning, and my mind refuses to wake up fully. Besides, it’s so warm and cozy under the blankets, with Louis’s body pressed to me, that I sigh and relax under his touches. 
 
    “How did you get here?” I ask casually, as if I can’t feel his erection against my thigh as soon as I lean back on him. The sensation only adds fire to my growing desire, and I push my head back, allowing Louis’s lips to find my neck. 
 
    “The door was open,” he murmurs, pressing a kiss under my ear and sliding his hand over my stomach and to my breasts. “I let myself in.” 
 
    “Isn’t that too bold of you?” 
 
    “Sometimes, I can’t stand being apart from you.” 
 
    Oh, so he’s gonna be all sweet now, huh? I chuckle, but my heart tightens nevertheless, beating faster from his words. No matter how tough my life has taught me to be, I like feeling loved and cared for, and…ah, I swear to god, Louis knows his way around me—and finally, I’m ready to let my guard down. 
 
    As Louis leaves a line of kisses down my neck, I writhe and push myself closer to him, wordlessly asking for more. He slides his arm under my neck and around my shoulders, tightening his hold on me, while his other hand slides down my stomach. Ah, he’s gonna touch me, and my whole body tightens up in anticipation. 
 
    “Is this okay?” Louis murmurs, and I can’t help a shaky sigh when I feel his hand slide between my thighs. 
 
    He takes it as a yes and pushes further, and I instinctively part my legs to let him caress me. He doesn’t hurry, teasing me at first, and I push back against him and try to wiggle, but his hold is too strong to give me any space. Our size difference is so obvious in bed, but that’s what I like about us. 
 
    I like being handled with strength and confidence, and Louis learned that a long time ago. 
 
    But even as he pins me against himself, I tremble and feel the urge to move against his fingers when he finally slides them inside. I hum through sealed lips and mindlessly shake my head, rubbing myself against him in my desire for friction. Louis groans in response as I press against his erection, and we both tremble from the wave of pleasure that runs between us. 
 
    “God, I can’t—” Louis murmurs into my ear, and before I know it he’s pushing me onto my stomach, almost pinning me against the sheets with his weight. His fingers are still rubbing me, and I let out a choked moan into the sheets. 
 
    Exhilaration runs through my veins as I feel powerless and trapped under his body, unable to escape the torture of pleasure. I shut my eyes tighter and shiver when Louis pushes his fingers deeper for the last time before sliding both of his hands to my wrists. He grabs them tightly and forces them up, pressing against the pillows above my head and taking away the last chance to control myself. 
 
    “Are you ready, baby?” Louis breathes into my ear, holding my wrists with one big palm and readjusting my position with the other, and I nod. 
 
    God, I feel so hot, I feel so good, and when he lines himself up and pushes inside, it’s as if every sensation bursts in my body. I moan and arch my back, pushing myself up to take him deeper. Yes, god, yes. I turn my head to the side and part my lips in stifled cries of pleasure, feeling Louis’s lips on the side of my face. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous, baby, ah, I missed this so much,” he whispers frantically, thrusting faster and deeper, and I can only push my head against the pillows and whimper in the throes of pleasure. 
 
    It doesn’t take long till he flips me over, pushes my knee up for a better angle, and I cry out, arching and shivering again. There’s sweat gathering on my temples and under my back, the air cooling down on my heated skin, but none of it matters. Every other sensation drowns in the sweet push and pull of our bodies, and my mind completely wipes out when Louis slides his hand between my legs and starts rubbing me again. 
 
    Sparkles go off under my closed eyelids, and I shut my eyes tighter, trembling from every touch of his fingers and every thrust deep inside of me. Ah, shit, I’m close, I’m getting close! Louis feels it as well and places his palm on my throat, keeping me in one place as he picks up the pace of his thrusts and, with the last few strokes, pushes me over the edge. 
 
    My whole body shudders and writhes underneath him, but Louis doesn’t let me go. His hands keep my body still, forcing me to take him, and I gasp for breath and dig my fingers into his back, begging him to keep going. 
 
    Even in the post-orgasmic glow, it feels so good to just have him deep inside that I let Louis take his time. I can feel in his grunts and frantic thrusts that he’s close, but the pleasure of being one is too big to let go. But he can’t go on forever, so soon he pushes my legs apart and leans in, capturing my lips in a kiss. 
 
    I know this position is his favorite, so I wrap my legs around his back, cling to his shoulders, and kiss him back, pushing myself up to let him thrust deeper. As soon as I do this, I feel the shiver running through his frame, his thighs losing rhythm, and with a few deep and powerful thrusts, Louis finally reaches his peak. 
 
    Oh god, how could I deny myself this for a whole month? 
 
    I chuckle, the sound scratching my throat, and lean back onto the sheets, relaxing my grip on Louis’s shoulders. He lingers on top of me, catching his breath and nuzzling my neck, and I can’t help but giggle. It feels so nice, and I feel euphoria building up in my chest. 
 
    I tighten my grip on Louis, clinging to him with my arms and legs, and he laughs and holds me back, rolling us to the side. His lips find my face, his hand squeezes my shoulder, and the feeling of being loved overwhelms me when I look into his smiling eyes. 
 
    “Hey,” Louis murmurs with a grin, and I giggle. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Do you know what I’m thinking?” He strokes my cheek with his thumb, and I hum and shake my head slightly, leaning into the touch. “We are married.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I chuckle and quirk an eyebrow, automatically stroking the wedding ring on my finger. “I know.” 
 
    “So maybe we should do this more often.” 
 
    Louis looks at me innocently, and I can’t help but laugh, tightening my hold on him. God, it’s been nine years since everything felt so right. Happiness fills me to the brink, and I push myself closer to him and hide my face in his neck. 
 
    “Okay.” I hum with a smile on my lips, closing my eyes. “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Good,” Louis repeats quietly, and I feel his arms wrap closer around me. It makes me feel so safe and cared for that I breathe out and relax completely in his hold. 
 
    “Hey,” I say this time, mumbling into the skin of his shoulder, and Louis hums and strokes my back. “You know…I think I love you.” 
 
    His heartbeat under my palm immediately picks up its pace, and Louis tightens his embrace so hard it hurts a little in my joints. But if that’s the strength of his feelings, I’m ready to take it. Finally, Louis relaxes his hold enough to let me breathe, presses a kiss to my hair, and lets out a deep sigh. 
 
    “God, I love you so much. I will never leave you again.” 
 
    And this time, something tells me that he means it, so I smile and allow myself to fall asleep in his arms. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 - Louis 
 
      
 
    “Okay, kids, who wants a piece of chocolate cake?” Sasha raises her voice over the music, holds up a plate with the cake, and receives a choir of excited voices and raised arms in response. “What? Yes, Tina, I know you don’t like chocolate. What did you say, Paolo?” 
 
    She looks pretty overwhelmed there, standing in the middle of a whirlpool of kids, and I put my glass of whiskey on the counter, ready to excuse myself from the conversation. But at the last moment, I see Elena and Irina step forward and join the chaos, helping Sasha get the kids under control. Okay, I guess they can handle it. 
 
    Yeah, who would’ve thought that Misha's birthday would turn out to be so loud and messy? There are only five kids here—and it's enough for all the adults to go crazy. But, to be honest, seeing Misha energetically talk to his friends, laugh, and be completely immersed in their dragon battles is all worth it. After all, you turn eleven only once in your life, so you have to enjoy yourself to the fullest, right? 
 
    "You were there yesterday, Louis." 
 
    My ears catch my name, and I blink and turn back to George and Matteo. "What?" 
 
    "At the Rosemont shooting," Matteo explains, as calm as ever. "You and Sergei were there to chase the Mexicans away." 
 
    Ah, okay, so they aren't talking about the elections anymore. I clear my throat and nod, taking a sip of my whiskey. "Yeah, we cleared the area, why?" 
 
    "There are rumors that Gerardo is mad about it," George says with a smirk, leaning on the counter, and I can't help but laugh. It's good to know that the Bratva cares about Escarra's feelings as little as we do. 
 
    "Great! It's an honor to spoil his day, isn't it?" 
 
    I look around and find Sergei in the hallway, talking to Riccardo. He's frowning with a rather cold and distant expression on his face, but over the past four months I've learned that he's not always grim or unhappy about something. It's just his neutral expression, but when you get to know him closer, you realize that Sergei is just a quiet and cool guy. 
 
    "Hey, Sergei!" He blinks and looks up at me in confusion, prompting Riccardo to look my way as well. "Did you hear that? Looks like we pissed Gerardo off yesterday." 
 
    Riccardo chuckles at that, and even Sergei smiles a little and nods. He's not the expressive type—unlike someone else in the room. 
 
    "I'm sorry to disappoint you, querido," Jacinta suddenly interjects from the other side of the kitchen and straightens up, pointing at me with Luna’s spoon. "But it's not that big of a deal. I used to piss him off twice every week when I was fifteen." 
 
    She quirks an eyebrow at me with a joking challenge, and I chuckle. The difference between Jacinta’s hot temperament and the Russians' ever-cold facade is still killing me. And they still manage to find a common language! Mostly because Jacinta doesn't care about their attitude, and I love her for it. 
 
    "So it sounds like you were an exceptional daughter." I meet her challenge with my own smirk, and Jacinta immediately puts her hands on her hips. 
 
    "Are you trying to offend me, Louis Messina?" 
 
    But before our bickering grows, Luna whines out loud and waves her arms, demanding her puree. Jacinta immediately turns back to her with gentle cooing on her lips, and I count myself as a winner of the nonexistent argument. 
 
    I turn back to George and Matteo, but they're discussing something else already—apparently, there's a new app that can help them keep track of all intercepted calls in one place—so I decide to sneak away and take a better look around. 
 
    Sasha, Elena, and Irina are still together in the living room, now talking to each other over the kids' heads with smiles on their faces. Ever since Sasha's natural hair color returned, their family connection has been more obvious. The three of them look similar: postured, blonde, with bright eyes and cold features. Still, call me biased, but I think Sasha is the most beautiful in the room, and something in my heart tightens at the thought. 
 
    God, I can't wait till everyone leaves, Misha goes to bed, and I can finally pull Sasha into bed to…do things I'm not supposed to think about at a children's party. 
 
    I clear my throat and look away from her, allowing my gaze to dart over the people around me. Paolo and Natalia, George’s wife, are making drinks in the kitchen while Sergei joins George and Matteo after Riccardo gets a call and goes outside. The kids are playing with dragons and board games on the fluffy carpet in the living room, and through the big window behind them I see the snow melting under the afternoon sun. 
 
    The smell of spring is in the air, and I can’t help a smile as a sense of peace fills my chest. 
 
    God, it still feels surreal how everything has changed over the last few months. Could I imagine celebrating my son’s birthday with the Russians? Could I even think about inviting them into my house? Even after Riccardo and Elena’s marriage, I was cautious and refused to trust the Bratva’s word—and in a way, I was right. Yuriy had never taken our deal seriously. 
 
    But Olga is different. She decided to rule over the Pushkov family not with cruelty but with an emphasis on cooperation and mutual respect. She doesn’t scare her subordinates into obedience—she treats them fairly and doesn’t abuse her power, gaining the Bratva’s loyalty in return. 
 
    Of course, it doesn’t mean that things have been smooth for her. Not everyone in the Mafia world—or even in her own family—is willing to accept Olga as the new leader of the Russian Bratva, so they’ve experienced quite a few betrayals and attacks from outsiders. But Olga stayed true to her word and re-signed and expanded the alliance with us. And in return, we helped her through the first months of her rulership. 
 
    The relationships between the Messina Clan and the Russian Bratva are stronger than ever now, and the scene in front of me proves it even further. Sergei has become some kind of a friend of mine while George and Natalia’s children, Tina and Vlad, got to know Misha and Romeo at Max’s birthday and all five of them quickly found a common ground. 
 
    God, I can’t even explain how good it feels to see Misha in the circle of close friends. To be honest, at first I was worried that with his closed personality he wouldn’t be able to find friends at school or around the neighborhood. But with Matteo and Romeo living a few streets away from us, Max going to the same tae kwon do section, and all three of them going to one school, things quickly got better. And if their friendship with Tina and Vlad lasts, it will only solidify our alliance with the Russians! 
 
    I smile to myself just thinking about it when someone nudges my shoulder. Sasha lingers by my side with an empty plate and eyes me with a cheeky smirk. “Hey, handsome. What are you thinking about?” 
 
    I look at her, and my gaze automatically darts over her face. Sasha is wearing pretty makeup, the earrings I bought her last week, and a new blouse that shows her neck and collarbones, and…ah, why does she have to be so damn beautiful? 
 
    “You,” I mutter, completely forgetting about my previous thoughts, and she chuckles and shakes her head. But I can see fondness in her eyes when she leans in to press her shoulder against mine for a second. 
 
    “You’re so silly, Louis Messina.” 
 
    I don’t know if it’s supposed to be a compliment, but it makes me feel proud. Sasha continues on her way to the kitchen, but I’m still standing in the hallway, grinning like an idiot, when the front door opens a few feet away from me. 
 
    “Look who’s here,” Riccardo announces, holding the door for the new guest, and I laugh and gesture for Olga to come in. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it!” 
 
    “Hi, Louis.” Olga smiles a little, and maybe I’m seeing things, but she looks almost shy. “I can’t stay for long, but I didn’t want to miss Misha’s birthday.” 
 
    “Sure, I understand. Misha, come here! Do you want something to drink?” 
 
    And just like that, the birthday party gains new colors. Olga is surprisingly gentle with the kids, and they all gather around her and pull her to join their fun. Soon enough, the dinner from our favorite restaurant arrives, and a new kind of chaos takes over the kitchen and dining room. The kids sneak everywhere and ask about food, the adults joke around and try to organize themselves, and it’s a total mess—but I enjoy it with all my heart. 
 
    We spend the rest of the evening together, and a few hours later the first guests start to take off. First, Olga and Sergei excuse themselves, reminding us that they have to talk to their dealers at midnight, so it would be good to have some rest until then. Next, George and Natalia gather their kids and wish us good night, and some ten minutes later Matteo bids goodbye as well. 
 
    Riccardo and Elena are the last ones to leave—mostly because we can’t find a way to say goodbye without remembering something we wanted to discuss. Max and Misha are playing a car racing game on the TV console, keeping quiet to not attract our attention. 
 
    “Ah, it’s time for us to actually go,” Elena says eventually and looks up at Riccardo, keeping her hand on her big belly. “I think I have to lie down, I’m feeling tired.” 
 
    As always when she brings up her pregnancy, Riccardo jolts up and immediately agrees with everything, wrapping his arm around her waist. “Yes, of course. Max—” 
 
    “Just one more round!” 
 
    “No, you’ve had enough. You can play some other time.” 
 
    Max whines out loud and looks at Misha with some mutual understanding happening between them before he obediently gets up and goes to his parents. Misha follows him and pushes himself between me and Sasha, looking at Riccardo and Elena with a polite smile. 
 
    “Well, happy birthday!” Riccardo says with a chuckle and holds out his hand for a handshake that Misha very proudly returns. 
 
    “Thanks for having us,” Elena adds with a smile, already reaching for her bag that Riccardo quickly snatches from her. 
 
    “Yeah, it was fun!” Max exclaims, bouncing on his feet, and waves at Misha. “See you at school. Do you remember the book I told you about?” 
 
    Misha huffs with a chuckle. “I do. I’ll try to find it.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks. Bye!” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    “Drive safe!” 
 
    With the last exchange of goodbyes, Riccardo, Elena, and Max leave, and Sasha lets out a deep sigh. If I feel tired after the endless circle of conversations and kids’ voices, she must be exhausted from taking care of the dinner and the guests. So I reach to squeeze Sasha’s shoulder and offer her a smile when she turns to look at me. 
 
    “It was a good day,” I say, half-questioning and Sasha smiles as well and nods. 
 
    “It was. The best birthday ever, right?” She ruffles Misha’s hair, and unlike his usual annoyance with the gesture, he grins widely and nods. 
 
    “Yes! It was the best, thank you!” 
 
    He bounces on his feet for a moment before rushing to wrap his arms around Sasha’s waist to squeeze her into a hug. She chuckles, stroking his hair, and a few seconds later Misha latches on to me, and I laugh from the strength of his embrace. My heart blooms with warmth and affection, and I lay my hand on his back, returning the hug. 
 
    “Well, now that everyone’s gone…do you think we still have some ice cream left?” 
 
    We do, so after gathering the remaining clean plates and deciding that we’re gonna clean everything up in the morning, we settle in the living room. Misha chooses his favorite movie—the one that Sasha doesn’t like for being too dark for his age—and we snuggle together on the couch. 
 
    Misha finds his place between us, placing his legs on my knees and his head on Sasha's shoulder, but I don’t mind. In fact, I feel as content and happy as a man could be. My beautiful wife is next to me, resting with a smile on her face and her head on my arm, and my son—maybe not by blood but by heart—is relaxed and happy, safe from all the dangers of our life. 
 
    What else would I ever need? 
 
    I brush Sasha’s neck with my finger, and she turns to me with a lazy look in her green eyes and her blonde hair framing her features. My chest tightens, and I feel so many things at once. God, she looks as beautiful as the first day we met, and I’m still as smitten as I was that day. How can it be that she’s mine for the rest of my life? 
 
    “I love you,” I mouth to her, stroking her cheek with my thumb, and Sasha chuckles and raises her hand to mine, circling her fingers around it. 
 
    “You’re so cheesy,” she whispers, looking at me with sparkles in her eyes. “I can’t believe I love you so much.” 
 
    My heart immediately fills up with warmth, and in moments like this, I know that my life is finally complete. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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