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Prologue: Bloodline
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NINA

I was five years old when I learned that love is a currency, and mine was counterfeit.

The memory doesn’t play like a film. It’s a collection of sensations, sharp and shattered. The too-sweet smell of my mother’s perfume, jasmine and fear, clinging to the silk of her dress. The cold weight of the gold pendant she always wore, pressing into my cheek as she held me too tightly. The way the afternoon light, so golden and cheerful moments before, turned the color of old bruises as it slanted through the tall windows of my father’s study.

He wasn’t my father. I know that now. Then, he was just the man whose voice could make the air itself go still.

“Look at her, Elara.” His voice was soft. That was the worst part. It wasn’t the roaring I was used to. It was a razor wrapped in velvet. “Look at her wild hair. Your hair. Your eyes. Nothing of me in her. Did you think I wouldn’t see it?”

My mother’s name was Elara. It meant “light.” He said it like it was a curse.

She didn’t speak. Her trembling vibrated through my small body. I buried my face deeper into her neck, my tiny fists clutching the fabric of her dress. Gioia, she’d whispered to me in the garden, her secret name for me. My joy. It felt like a lie now.

“Five years,” the man—Lucian—hissed. “Five years of this... charade. Raising another man’s cuckoo in my nest. You’ve made my name a joke.”

“Lucian, please,” she breathed, the words barely audible. “She’s a child. She knows nothing.”

“She is the proof!” The razor split the velvet. A fist slammed onto his mahogany desk, making the crystal decanters shiver. “She is your betrayal, given flesh. And you will both understand the price.”

He moved then. I remember the clean, precise sound of his Italian leather shoes on the parquet floor. Not a rush, a stroll. A man approaching a task he’d already decided on. He stopped before us, and I dared to peek.

Lucian Volkov was a beautiful man. Sculpted and cold, like a statue in a winter garden. His eyes, the pale grey of a storm cloud, held no warmth, only a calculation that made my childish soul shrink. He reached out, not for me, but for my mother’s chin, forcing her face up.

“You will watch,” he told her, his thumb stroking her jaw in a grotesque parody of a caress. “You will watch what becomes of things that are not mine.”

He nodded to the two men who stood like shadows by the door. Men I knew. Men who had smiled at me with empty eyes. They stepped forward, and my mother’s arms became iron bands around me.

What happened next exists in flashes, a strobe light of horror.

The first man, Viktor, pulling her arms away from me. My own scream, a high, thin sound lost in the cavernous room. The second man, Josef, catching me as I fell, his hands rough and smelling of cigars and metal. My mother, on her knees, her beautiful face tilted up, not to Lucian, but to me.

“Look at me, Gioia,” she said, her voice miraculously steady. A tear traced through her powder, but her eyes were fierce. “Only at me. You are loved. You are wanted. Remember it.”

Then, the light caught the blade in Lucian’s hand. It was a small thing, elegant. A folding knife with a mother-of-pearl handle. It looked like a toy. He crouched behind her, one hand tangling in her dark, silken hair, yanking her head back to expose the long, pale line of her throat.

The last thing I saw was her eyes, locked on mine, pouring every ounce of her stolen light into me.

The last thing I heard was his whisper, right against her ear, almost lover-like. “This is for the dishonor. The next cut will be for the lie.”

Then, a wet, red line appeared on the canvas of her skin.

I didn’t see the cut happen. My vision tunneled, the world narrowing to that single, blooming thread of crimson against white. Josef’s hand clamped over my eyes, but it was too late. The image was seared inside me, brighter than any light.

The sound was worse. Not a scream. A gurgle, wet and desperate, then a soft, sighing exhume that carried her soul away from me.

Silence.

The hand left my eyes. I saw her, collapsed on the floor, a dark pool blossoming around her head like a macabre halo. Lucian stood, wiping his blade neatly on a handkerchief. He looked at me, over her body, his head tilted.

“See what your mother’s love bought you, little one?” he said, conversational. “A front-row seat.”

He walked around the desk, sat in his high-backed chair, and steepled his fingers. “Take her to her room. Lock the door. She’s to stay there until I decide what to do with the evidence.”

Josef carried me out. I didn’t fight. I was empty. A vessel filled only with the sight of that red line and the silence that followed.

As we passed the grand staircase, I saw my brother, Cassian, standing on the landing. He was seven, already a smaller, colder copy of his father. He watched me being carried away, his expression unreadable. Our eyes met for a second. In his, I saw no brother, no ally. I saw a heir, looking at a problem that had finally been solved.

The door to my pretty, pink bedroom clicked shut. The lock turned with a finality that echoed in my bones.

I didn’t cry. I crawled onto my bed, curled around the ghost of my mother’s scent on my clothes, and stared at the wall.

That was the day I learned the rules. Love is a weakness. Blood is a transaction. And I was a debt that had come due.

SANTO

I was nine years old when I learned that pain is a language, and I was a natural speaker.

My earliest memory isn’t of a lullaby or a birthday. It’s the scent of antiseptic and blood, and the low, rhythmic beep of a heart monitor. It’s the feeling of cool tiles beneath my bare feet as I peeked into a hospital room I was too young to be in.

My mother lay in the bed, a mosaic of bruises and bandages. Beautiful, even then. Broken, always. Her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow. My father sat beside her, holding her unbandaged hand. He wasn’t crying. He was still. The kind of stillness that comes before an earthquake.

He was a giant to me then, a mountain of a man with ink darkening his arms and a sadness so deep it felt like its own gravity. Mateo Romano. They called him Il Silenzio—The Silence. Not because he was quiet, but because when he spoke, everything else ceased to exist.

He must have sensed me. His head turned. His eyes, the same dark espresso brown as mine, found me in the doorway. There was no surprise, no command to leave. Just a profound, weary recognition.

“Come here, Santo,” he said, his voice a gravel-road rumble.

I went, my small hand slipping into his free one. His grip was gentle, but it felt like being anchored to a continent.

“Look,” he murmured, nodding to my mother. “This is what the world does to beautiful things. This is what men with small hearts and large ambitions do.”

I looked. I saw the purple shadow along her jaw, the split in her lip, the way her fingers lay limp. I didn’t understand the politics, the rivalry with the Kovac family. I only understood the result: the most precious thing in our world had been defiled.

“What do we do?” I asked, my voice too small for the rage beginning to bubble in my stomach, hot and unfamiliar.

My father’s thumb stroked my knuckle. “We remember. We remember the shape of every bruise. The sound of her pain. And then,” he turned my hand over, tracing the lines on my tiny palm, “we learn the alphabet of vengeance. So we can write our reply in a language they will never forget.”

He lifted his gaze from my hand to my face. His eyes weren’t cold. They were blazing. “Can you be strong for her, mio figlio? Can you be the wrath this family needs?”

I looked back at my mother. At the fragile rise and fall of her chest. I felt the heat in my gut harden into something solid, something sharp. A first, brittle bone of the monster I would grow into.

“Yes,” I said. And it was a vow.

Il Silenzio nodded. “Good. The first lesson: never threaten. Promise. And always keep your promises.”

He kept his. Two weeks later, the three Kovac brothers were found in their warehouse. The official report said it was a gas leak. The underground knew better. They called it a symphony. Each brother was left with a different, exquisite mutilation, a message written in ruin. My father had kept his promise. He’d written his reply.

He took me to see them. Not all of it, but enough. The smell of copper and voided bowels. The unnatural angles. I didn’t flinch. The heat in me, now a constant flame, recognized this as its native tongue. This was strength. This was protection. This was love, forged in a furnace of violence.

My mother never truly came home from the hospital. She breathed, she ate, she sometimes smiled, but the light behind her eyes had been snuffed out. She was a ghost in a silk robe, haunting the halls of our estate.

My father... he taught me. Not just how to fight, how to shoot, how to sense a lie. He taught me how to distill anger into focus. How to make cruelty precise. He showed me that morality was a luxury, and our family lived in a world of necessities.

“We are not good men, Santo,” he told me one night, watching me practice knife grips on a dummy. “We are necessary men. The world has shadows. We become darker than the shadows, so others can pretend the light exists.”

I believed him. I worshipped him. He was my god of consequence.

The night he died, the world stopped making sense.

I was sixteen. It was a simple meeting, they said. A negotiation. An ambush. They shot him twelve times on the steps of a social club. They didn’t even take his wallet.

I was the one who identified the body. Not my older brother, Massimo, who had to be the rock. Not my younger brothers, Tomas and Nico, who were too soft, too young. Me.

The sheet was pulled back. My mountain was gone. In his place was a waxy, pallid thing, full of holes. The silence around him was no longer powerful. It was empty.

The heat inside me, which had been a controlled flame, exploded. It wasn’t anger anymore. It was a supernova of rage, grief, and a terrifying, hollowing fear. Without him, what was I? What was my purpose?

The man from the coroner’s office started to say something. I turned and drove my fist through the plaster wall beside his head. The pain was a bright, clean shock. It was better than the numbness. It was something to feel.

Massimo’s hand closed on my shoulder, pulling me back. His face was a marble mask, but his eyes held the same devastating void. “Enough,” he said, his voice flat. “We go home. We plan.”

But I didn’t want to plan. I wanted to burn the city down. I wanted to paint the streets with the blood of every person who had ever slighted us. The heat demanded it.

At the funeral, I stood apart. I watched my mother, a spectral figure in black, drop a single white rose onto the casket. She didn’t cry. She had run out of tears years ago. I looked at Tomas, trying to scowl away his trembling lip. At Nico, who just looked lost. At Massimo, who already wore our father’s mantle of cold command like a suit of armor.

And I knew.

My father’s godhood had passed to Massimo. But his wrath? His darkness? That was my inheritance.

I walked away from the graveside, my hands clenched so tight my nails drew half-moons of blood in my palms. The inferno inside had a new, singular focus.

They took our king.

Now, they would meet his saint.

And I would make sure my sainthood was a thing of nightmares.
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Chapter 1: The Getaway
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NINA

Someone spilled their wine, and it looks like blood.

I stared at the dark splatter on the sidewalk, a Rorschach test in red. My heel caught in a crack and I wobbled, the movement sharp and unsteady. Vegas in December was a liar. The air was warm, thick with the smell of exhaust and expensive perfume. Inside the hotel, it was all crystal and canapés, another fundraiser for a cause no one here actually cared about. My attendance was the main event.

The “Genovese Princess,” making a rare appearance. How mysterious. How tragic.

I yanked open the door of the idling town car and slid across the cool leather, a rush of escape hitting me like a drug. I was free. For the length of this ride, at least.

My reflection in the darkened window was a stranger. A black dress that cost more than a car, diamonds at my throat that felt like a collar, makeup applied by a professional to make me look alive. Lucian’s perfect doll, all dressed up to prove he still owned me. To prove I wasn’t broken, just... put away. His own little secret, only brought out for special occasions to torture us both.

I reached up and unhooked the necklace. The weight lifting was immediate, a physical relief. I dropped the glittering mess onto the seat beside me. It wasn’t mine. None of this was.

The door ripped open. A hand closed around my upper arm, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks.

“What the hell are you doing?”

My brother, Cassian. His face, so like Lucian’s, was a mask of cold irritation. I tried to pull away, but his grip was iron.

“Let go. I just need air.”

“You need to turn around and walk back in there,” he said, his voice low and venomous. “People are watching. This little disappearing act makes us look unstable.”

“Us?” I laughed, a dry, hollow sound. “I’m not part of ‘us,’ Cassian. We both know that.”

His eyes narrowed. My defiance was a gnat, but he hated even that. “You wear the name. You follow the rules. That’s all that matters tonight. Get out of the car.”

He was right. The consequences of refusing were a cold knot in my stomach. Another “disciplinary period” at the estate. Silence, solitude, and the heavy, crushing weight of Lucian’s displeasure. I’d spent most of my life in that particular hell. I couldn’t go back. Not yet.

My hesitation was all he needed. He tugged, and I stumbled out onto the curb, my heel snapping. I gasped, stumbling against him.

“For Christ’s sake,” he muttered, holding me upright with distaste, as if I were a drunk he’d been saddled with. “Fix yourself. Smile. And get back inside.”

He was pulling out his buzzing phone before he finished speaking, his attention already elsewhere. “What?” he snapped into it. I saw his face change. The arrogance bled out, replaced by a stiff alertness. “When? ... Understood.”

He released my arm like it was on fire. “Get in the car and go straight home. Don’t stop. Don’t talk to anyone.” He didn’t wait for a response, already striding back toward the hotel doors, his posture rigid.

A chill that had nothing to do with the evening air slipped down my spine. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Cassian only looked like that when Lucian’s empire was under direct threat.

My driver, a quiet man named Leo, was watching me, uncertain. “Miss?”

Home. The gilded cage on the outskirts of the city. The thought of those gates closing behind me made my chest tight. I looked at the hotel, a glittering monument to corruption. I looked at the broken heel in my hand.

“Just... give me a minute, Leo. Please.”

He nodded, stepping a few paces away to give me privacy. I leaned against the car, breathing in the fake warmth of the night. I had a minute. One minute where no one owned me. I closed my eyes.

The first gunshot was a sharp, popping sound. Not like in the movies. More like a heavy book dropped on concrete.

My eyes flew open.

Screams. Then another shot, and another.

People were pouring out of the hotel’s grand doors, a river of silk and terror. They scattered like dropped marbles. And in the center of the chaos, moving against the current, was a man.

He was dressed in black, a streak of violent motion. He moved like water flowing downhill—fast, inevitable, unstoppable. He cleared the stairs in two leaps and hit the sidewalk running.

Two other men burst out after him. I recognized Cassian, his face a twist of rage, a gun in his hand. The other was Viktor, Lucian’s oldest enforcer. Cassian raised his weapon, aiming at the running man’s back.

“No!” The word tore from my throat, useless.

Cassian fired. The running man didn’t stumble, didn’t falter. He just wove, a dark blur between parked cars. He was heading straight for me.

Leo was shouting, fumbling for something at his waist. The running man didn’t slow. He grabbed the driver’s door of my town car, ripped it open, and was inside before Leo could turn.

The engine screamed.

The car lurched away from the curb, tires squealing, throwing me back against the seat. I scrambled upright, heart hammering against my ribs. He hadn’t seen me. I was hidden by the dark partition. I could stay quiet. I could—

We took a corner so hard the car tilted onto two wheels. I was thrown against the door, my head cracking the window. A cry escaped me.

In the rearview mirror, his eyes found mine.

Everything stopped.

They were the darkest eyes I’d ever seen, not brown but near black, and they held a look of pure, unhinged intensity. Like he wasn’t just seeing me, but absorbing me, categorizing me as either a problem or an opportunity. Blood was spattered across his white dress shirt, a brutal contrast. It was on his hands, on the side of his neck. Fresh.

Time, which had been rushing, turned to syrup.

He looked from my eyes to the diamonds scattered on the seat beside me. To my torn dress. Back to my face. The surprise in his gaze melted into something else. A cold, sharp interest.

He switched the gun from his right hand to his left, never breaking eye contact, and pointed it at me over the seat.

“Who are you?” His voice was a rough scrape, accent curling around the edges. It wasn’t a question. It was a demand from a man used to answers.

My mouth was desert-dry. “Nina. This is my car.”

“Last name.” The gun didn’t waver.

I thought about lying. But lies in my world had consequences worse than truth. “Volkov.”

Something shifted in his face. A flicker. Then, a smile. It wasn’t friendly. It was a predator’s grin, all teeth and promise. He lowered the gun, tossing it onto the passenger seat as he focused back on the road, weaving through traffic with terrifying ease.

“Incredibile,” he murmured, more to himself than to me. “A little Volkov sparrow, left in the cage. I think I’ll keep you.”

The casual possession in his words froze me more than the gun had. “What?”

“You’re a prize, principessa. A shiny one. I wonder what your father will pay to get you back.” He glanced at me again, the smile still playing on his lips. “Or maybe I won’t ask.”

He picked up a phone from the console, dialed with his thumb. He spoke in rapid, fluid Italian. I caught only a few words: “Fatto”... “Messaggio”... “Volkov.”

He was talking about my family. He’d done something. He’d sent a message.

He hung up and his eyes locked onto mine in the mirror again. “You’re quiet.”

“You just shot at my brother.”

“I didn’t shoot at him. I shot his friend. He shot at me.” He said it like discussing the weather. “Breathe, sparrow. You’re turning blue.”

I hadn’t realized I was holding my breath. I let it out in a rush. “Where are you taking me?”

“Somewhere he can’t find you.” He took a hard right, and the city lights began to thin. We were heading toward the industrial sector, the docks. Dread, heavy and sick, pooled in my stomach.

“He’ll look. He’ll find me.”

“Let him try.” The way he said it sent a shiver through me. It wasn’t a boast. It was a fact. He believed it.

I watched his hands on the wheel. Large, powerful, stained with that rust-colored dried blood. Tattoos wrapped around his knuckles and disappeared under his cuffs. A signet ring on his index finger gleamed dully. He was a stranger, but I knew his type. The dangerous kind. The kind Lucian employed, the kind Cassian wanted to be.

But this one felt different. He wasn’t just dangerous. He was chaos.

We pulled into a deserted parking garage, the concrete echoing with the growl of the engine. He killed the lights and got out. My door opened before I could think to lock it.

He stood there, a silhouette against the dim safety lights. “Out.”

I didn’t move. “Please. You don’t have to do this. I won’t say anything. I don’t matter to them.”

He leaned in, bracing a hand on the roof of the car. His scent washed over me—sweat, gunpowder, and something else, something dark and spicy. “You matter now. Out.”

I placed my hand in his. It was a mistake. His skin was hot, his grip absolute. He pulled me from the car as if I weighed nothing. My broken heel made me stumble, and I fell against his chest. It was like hitting a wall of solid muscle. He steadied me, his hands firm on my waist, then quickly let go as if burned.

“Move.” He nudged me toward a stairwell.

We climbed. The only sounds were our footsteps and the ragged pull of my breath. At the roof, the wind hit me, whipping my hair. The noise was deafening—a rhythmic, mechanical thunder. A helicopter sat in the center of the roof, its blades spinning a blur of violence.

This wasn’t a local thug. This was something organized. Something big.

A man leaned out of the open side door. He had the same dark hair, the same severe handsomeness, but his was sharper, crueler. His eyes swept over me, head to toe, and his mouth curved. “Santo. You brought a souvenir?”

Santo. His name was Santo.

My captor—Santo—boosted me up into the helicopter. Hands grabbed me, hauling me inside onto a hard jump seat. I was facing two more men. The one who’d spoken, older, with a calculating leer. And a younger one, barely more than a boy, who looked at me with open curiosity.

Santo hauled himself in behind me and slammed the door shut. “She was in the car.”

“A Volkov?” the older one asked, his eyebrow raised. “Which one?”

“The daughter,” Santo said, buckling himself into the seat next to me. His thigh pressed against mine. There was no space. He was heat and solidity, overwhelming.

The older man whistled. “Lucian’s hidden jewel. And you just... plucked her.”

Santo didn’t answer. He was staring out the window as the helicopter lifted with a sickening lurch. The city fell away below us, shrinking into a grid of meaningless lights.

The younger one leaned forward. “I’m Nico. That’s Tomas. You’re not going to scream, are you?”

I shook my head. I was past screaming. I was in a numb, buzzing shock. I’d been stolen. By rival monsters. I looked at Santo’s profile, hard and unreadable against the flashing lights of the cockpit.

He’d killed someone tonight. He’d taken me. And he’d smiled.

The older one, Tomas, was still talking. “Did the bitch die slow, Sant?”

“Slow enough,” Santo said, his voice a low rumble I felt through our touching legs.

“And you left our calling card?”

Santo just nodded, his jaw tight.

A calling card. On a body. My stomach turned. This was a war, and I’d just been taken as a trophy.

I was a pawn again. But the board had changed, and the players were much, much worse.

SANTO

Blood smells different when it’s cooling.

It starts hot, coppery, alive. Then it turns stale, like old metal and salt. I could smell it on me, on my shirt, under my nails. It was the smell of a job done. A message delivered.

Lucian Volkov’s newest lieutenant, a sleek bastard named Silas, had thought he could move product through our docks. He’d thought wrong. He’d begged, at the end. They always do. I’d carved our emblem—a coiled serpent—into his chest while he watched, his eyes wide with a understanding that came too late. Don’t touch what’s ours.

The getaway was clean. Almost.

Volkov’s son and an old brute came out firing, but their anger made them sloppy. Their shots went wide. I made it to the car, the engine still running. Perfect.

Then I saw her.

A woman in the backseat, half-hidden in shadow. She was all dark eyes and tangled hair, a pale face staring back at me like a ghost. For a second, I thought I’d imagined her. A stress phantom. But she was real. She’d seen my face. She’d heard me on the phone.

I pointed the gun. A threat. A simple solution.

She said her name. Nina Volkov.

The pieces clicked. Lucian’s daughter. The one no one ever saw. Rumors said she was disfigured, insane, sent away. They were wrong. She was beautiful, in a shattered kind of way. And she was right here, handed to me.

It was too good. A gift. An insult to Volkov wrapped in a pretty package.

I couldn’t kill her. Not yet. She was value. She was leverage. She was... interesting.

The fear in her eyes was familiar. I’d put it in countless eyes. But beneath it, there was something else. A watchfulness. A resilience. She hadn’t screamed. She’d just looked at me, like she was trying to memorize my edges.

I took her. Of course I did.

In the helicopter, the buzz of the kill was fading, replaced by a different kind of tension. She was pressed against me, small and stiff. I could feel every slight tremble. She smelled like jasmine and fear, nothing like blood and cordite. An alien scent in my world.

Tomas was eyeing her like she was a menu. “You going to share the prize, brother?”

A hot, sudden anger flashed through me. “Don’t look at her.”

Tomas laughed, but he leaned back. “Territorial already?”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t being territorial. She was an asset. Assets needed to be intact, undamaged, for maximum value. That was all.

Nico was trying to be gentle. Kid still had a heart, soft thing that it was. “You okay?” he asked her.

She nodded, silent. Her hands were clenched in her lap, knuckles white. She was holding herself together, but just barely. I’d seen that too. The moment before the break.

We landed at the compound just before dawn. The mansion was dark except for the exterior lights, a hulking silhouette of stone and money. Home.

I pulled her out of the chopper. Her legs buckled, the ridiculous shoe finally giving out. I caught her, my arm around her waist. She felt fragile. Breakable. For a second, she didn’t pull away. She leaned into the support, a small, unconscious sigh escaping her. Then she remembered who I was and stiffened, pushing against my chest.

“I can walk.”

I let go. “Then walk.”

Massimo was waiting in the foyer. He didn’t look surprised. He never did. His eyes, a colder version of mine, took her in with one efficient glance. “This is the complication?”

“This is Nina Volkov,” I said.

A slight flicker in his calm. “You took Lucian’s daughter from the scene.”

“She was in the car.”

“And you brought her here.” It wasn’t a question. It was an assessment of risk, of cost.

“She saw me. She can ID me. She heard things.” The reasons sounded logical, solid. I almost believed them myself.

Massimo’s gaze settled on her. “What did you see?”

She lifted her chin. It was a good effort. “I saw him get in my car. I saw the blood. I heard him say he sent a message to my father.” Her voice was quiet, but it didn’t shake.

“Do you know who we are?” Massimo asked.

She looked from him to Tomas, to Nico, to me. “The Romanos. You run Chicago.”

“And now you’re our guest,” Massimo said. “Take her to the green room, Santo. We’ll discuss this later.”

The ‘green room’ was a bedroom on the second floor with a lock on the outside. A soft cell. I led her up the stairs, my hand on her back. She flinched at the contact but kept walking.

I opened the door. It was a nice room. Big bed, own bathroom, a window that didn’t open. She walked in and stopped in the center, staring at the bed like it was a trap.

“How long?” she asked, not looking at me.

“As long as it takes.”

“For what?”

“For your father to understand the new rules.”

She finally turned. The numbness was wearing off. Anger was seeping into her eyes. Good. Anger was better than fear. Anger you could use. “He won’t trade for me. I’m not valuable to him.”

“You’re valuable to me,” I said, and closed the door. I heard the lock click from the outside.

I stood there for a minute, listening. No crying. No screaming. Just silence.

Then, a soft, solid thump. Like a pillow hitting the door.

A smile touched my mouth, brief and unexpected. A sparrow with claws.

Downstairs, Massimo was in his study, pouring two whiskeys. He handed me one. “This is a problem, Santo.”

“It’s an opportunity. Leverage.”

“Leverage against a man who cares for nothing? Lucian didn’t blink when we took his ports. He won’t blink for a daughter he’s kept hidden.” He sipped his drink. “You took her for another reason.”

The whiskey burned going down. “I told you the reason.”

“You’re covered in another man’s blood, and you brought a witness home. That’s not protocol. That’s emotion.”

“It’s not emotion,” I snapped. “It’s tactics.”

“Tomas wants a turn with her. To soften her up for questioning.”

The glass in my hand stopped halfway to my mouth. A cold, clear rage settled in my veins. “No.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s mine.” The words were out before I could cage them. “My mistake. My responsibility. I’ll handle her.”

Massimo watched me, his expression unreadable. “Handle her, then. But remember what we are. Sentiment is a luxury. It gets people killed.”

He didn’t understand. This wasn’t sentiment. This was... possession. A claim. She was in my house, under my lock. That made her mine to deal with.

I left the study, the heat of the kill long gone, replaced by a different, restless energy. I went to the gym and beat the heavy bag until my shoulders screamed and my knuckles split open again.

I pictured her face. Not the fear, but the defiance. The pillow against the door.

She wasn’t just leverage. She was a puzzle. A piece that didn’t fit.

And I wanted to be the one to see what shape she took when she broke.
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Chapter 2: The Devil’s House
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NINA

The first thing I learned about flying in a helicopter as a prisoner is that you don’t get a window seat.

The bag they shoved over my head smelled like sawdust and sweat. The rough fabric scratched my cheeks. I focused on breathing, on not throwing up. Every bump of turbulence felt like a drop into nothing. The roar of the blades was inside my skull, vibrating in my teeth.

I lost time. It could have been twenty minutes or two hours.

When the bag finally ripped away, the cold hit me first. A sharp, wet cold that Las Vegas never knew. It stole my breath. I blinked, my eyes watering against the grey light.

Stone. That was the second thing. A fortress of dark, weathered stone loomed over us, three stories of windows like black, watching eyes. It wasn’t a mansion; it was a citadel. We were in a circular gravel courtyard, surrounded by a high wall. Sleek, expensive cars were parked in a row to the side, looking like exotic beetles trapped in a cage.

The helicopter was already powering down behind us, the whine dying into an echo.

“Move.” A hand shoved between my shoulder blades. Tommaso.

I stumbled forward, my heels sinking into the gravel. The dress, once a symbol of gilded captivity, was now just a ridiculous, flimsy barrier against the chill. I wrapped my arms around myself.

Santo walked ahead, not looking back. His broad back in the bloodstained shirt was a banner announcing what had happened tonight. He’d changed in the air, pulled on a black sweater, but the cuffs were still rust-colored. He moved like the house was an extension of his body. He belonged to this stone, and it belonged to him.

We passed a fountain. I slowed, despite the shoving. It was a twisted, beautiful nightmare in marble. Bodies—human and monstrous, scaled and smooth—were locked in a frozen orgy of violence and desire. A mermaid’s face, carved in exquisite terror, seemed to scream silently at me as I passed.

Tommaso laughed, a low sound near my ear. “Pretty, isn’t it? Santo picked it.”

Of course he did.

The front doors were heavy oak, banded with iron. They swung open silently before we reached them.

Warmth washed over me, carrying a scent of wood polish, old leather, and something underneath—clove, maybe, and gun oil. The entry hall was a cavern, a double staircase curving upwards like ribs. A chandelier, all dark iron and dripping crystal, hung above. It felt less like a home and more like a cathedral for a vicious god.

And standing in the center of it, waiting, was the god’s high priest.

He was older than Santo, maybe by five years. His hair was dark like the others, but ruthlessly controlled, swept back from a face that was all sharp angles and calm. He wore a grey sweater and trousers, perfectly fitted. He wasn’t as physically huge as Santo, but he took up space in a different way. The air around him was still. Preternaturally still.

His eyes, a lighter, cooler brown, passed over Tommaso, over Nico, and landed on Santo. There was no greeting.

Then they slid to me.

I felt peeled open. It wasn’t a leer, like Tommaso’s looks. It wasn’t the chaotic heat of Santo’s glare. This was an assessment. A calculation of mass, of threat, of value. I saw the moment he placed me, connected the dress, the diamonds, the wild hair, to a name he knew.

“You brought a souvenir,” he said. His voice was quiet, evenly modulated. It was more frightening than a shout.

Santo stopped a few feet from him, running a hand through his hair. “She was in the car.”

“I see that.” The man—it had to be Massimo Romano—didn’t blink. “The perimeter was secure. The exit was clean. Explain the variable.”

A muscle in Santo’s jaw pulsed. “She was hiding in the back. Didn’t see her until we were moving.”

“And you chose to bring her here.”

“What was the alternative? Dump her on the street? She’d seen my face. She heard me on the phone.” Santo’s voice was getting that rough edge, the one that warned of breaking glass.

Massimo’s gaze returned to me. “Name.”

It took me a second to realize the command was for me. My throat was dust. “Nina.”

“Last name.”

I swallowed. Lying was pointless. They’d find out. “Volkov.”

Nothing changed in his expression, but the stillness deepened. “Lucian Volkov’s daughter.”

“Yes.”

He looked back at Santo. A long, silent communication passed between them. I couldn’t read it, but the tension in the room spiked. Tommaso whistled low under his breath.

“Bring her upstairs,” Massimo said, finally. “The east guest room. We’ll discuss this after you’ve cleaned up.”

The dismissal was absolute. He turned and walked away, his footsteps silent on the runner.

The fear I’d been holding back finally broke through the shock. It wasn’t the hot, panicked fear of the helicopter or the car. This was cold, seeping into my marrow. This man wasn’t impulsive. He was a decision-maker. And I was a problem now sitting in his house.

Tommaso’s hand closed around my upper arm. “You heard him. Upstairs.”

I was led, numb, up the right-hand staircase. The hallways were wide, lined with dark wood and somber paintings—old landscapes, portraits of unsmiling men. No family photos. No color.

The room he pushed me into was beautiful in a sterile way. A large bed with a deep blue cover. A window overlooking the back grounds. A heavy wardrobe. An attached bathroom. It was a gilded cage, infinitely better than Lucian’s basement, but a cage all the same.

The door shut. The lock turned.

I stood there, in the center of the room, listening to the absolute silence. No city sounds. No hum of distant traffic. Just the frantic drum of my own heart.

I walked to the window. In the distance, beyond a manicured lawn and a large stone swimming pool, a forest began. A high, black iron fence ran the perimeter, just visible through the trees. The sky was the color of lead.

No escape. Not tonight.

The shaking started then. Fine tremors in my hands, moving up my arms until my whole body was quaking. I sank onto the edge of the bed, the stupid, floofy dress billowing around me. I reached up and tore at the diamond necklace. The clasp fought me, but I yanked until it gave, letting the heavy stones fall to the carpet with a dull thud.

I pulled my knees to my chest, hugging them, trying to get small.

I was in a Romano house. The enemies my brother Cassian had been taught to hate before he could read. The rivals Lucian spoke of with cold, careful respect. The ones even he was cautious of.

And I’d been brought here by the most infamous of them all.

Santo. The name echoed in my head. Saint. A joke. A cruel, cosmic joke.

I thought of the blood on his shirt. The calm way he’d talked about carving words into a body. The feel of his hands when he’d lifted me into the helicopter—impersonal, strong, like handling a piece of furniture.

I was a piece of furniture to them. A stray object. A variable.

The tears came then, hot and silent. Not for my mother, not for the life I’d lost. But for the sheer, overwhelming terror of what came next. Men like this didn’t keep unwanted things. They broke them. They disposed of them.

A soft knock at the door made me freeze.

It opened before I could speak. Nico, the youngest one, slipped in. He carried a plate with two slices of pizza, gone cold and greasy. He looked uncomfortable, his eyes darting from me to the floor.

“I brought you something to eat,” he said, setting the plate on the dresser.

I didn’t move. I just watched him, wiping my cheeks hastily.

He shifted his weight. “It’s, uh... it’s from dinner. They forgot about you, I guess. I thought you might be hungry.”

“How old are you?” The question left my mouth before I could stop it. He looked like a kid playing dress-up in a killer’s world.

“Sixteen.” He squared his shoulders a little. “I took the oath three years ago.”

Thirteen. He’d pledged his life to this when he was thirteen. I thought of Cassian at thirteen, practicing his knife throws in the courtyard. Different family, same poisoned scripture.

“How long am I going to be in here?” My voice was ragged.

Nico looked at the door, then back at me. He lowered his voice. “Until Massimo decides what to do with you.”

“What are my options?”

A grimace flickered across his young face. He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The options in a house like this were always limited, and they all ended in the same place, just with different paths to get there.

“He’s not... they’re not all bad,” Nico said suddenly, as if he could read the despair on my face. “They have rules.”

“Whose rules?” I whispered.

“Family rules.” He said it with a simple, unquestioning faith. Then he seemed to remember who I was. An outsider. The daughter of their enemy. His face shut down. “Just... eat the pizza.”

He left, locking the door again.

I looked at the congealed cheese, the shiny pepperoni. My stomach turned.

Rules. I’d lived my whole life by Lucian’s rules. Don’t speak unless spoken to. Don’t look men in the eye. Don’t cry. Don’t be seen. Don’t be.

Now I was in a new house, with new rules I couldn’t begin to understand. The only thing that was clear was that I had no say in any of them.

I got up, my body aching with tension. I went into the bathroom. It was all marble and chrome. I turned on the faucet, splashed cold water on my face. In the mirror, a stranger looked back. Mascara smudged under frightened eyes. Lips pale. The dress, a grotesque parody of elegance.

I started to unzip it, my fingers clumsy. I let it pool on the floor, a puddle of crimson silk. I stood in my underwear, shivering in the cool air. The bedroom held no clothes, so I took a thick towel from the rack and wrapped it around myself, tying it at my chest.

It was then I saw the marks on my arms. Four faint, bruising ovals from Tommaso’s fingers.

I traced them with my own fingertips.

You are a variable. Massimo’s calm voice in my head.

She’s my mistake. Mine. Santo’s growl in the car.

Until Massimo decides.

I walked back to the bed, crawled under the heavy covers in just the towel. The sheets were cold, expensive cotton. I stared at the ceiling, at the intricate plasterwork.

I waited for the devil to decide my fate.

SANTO

The hot water did nothing to scrub the night off me.

It pounded on my back, my shoulders, turning pink as it swirled down the drain. I braced my hands against the slate tile, head hanging. I could still smell her. Not a perfume. Something simpler. Soap, maybe. Fear, definitely. It had clung to the air in the back of that limo.

Idiot.

Simo’s word hung in the steam, unspoken but louder than the water.

A variable. A complication. A potential war starter, sitting in our east guest room wearing a towel and a look of pure terror.

I’d broken protocol. I never broke protocol. My job was to be the controlled explosion, the precise strike. Get in, deliver the message, get out. Clean. The car was part of the plan. The driver, paid and prepped, was part of the plan.

The girl in the back seat, hiding behind the divider like a scared rabbit, was not part of the fucking plan.

I should have left her. I could have shoved her out at a red light. I could have told her to run and never look back.

But I’d seen her eyes in the rearview. Wide, gold-brown, the color of whiskey. Not screaming. Not pleading. Just... taking it in. Watching me with a stillness that felt wrong for a Volkov, for a pampered princess dragged to a fundraiser.

And then she’d said her name.

Genovese.

A gift. A trap. A beautiful, messy problem delivered right into my hands.

So I took it. I took her. Because that’s what I do. I see something that might be used, something that might be leverage, something that might just be interesting to break later, and I take it. Possession is the first step to control.

Now I had to convince my brother I hadn’t just pulled the pin on a grenade and brought it into our living room.

I turned off the water. The silence was immediate, heavy. I wrapped a towel around my waist and walked into my bedroom, not bothering with the steam fogging the mirrors. My room was sparse. A bed. A dresser. A locked cabinet for weapons. No pictures. No memories in frames. The memories were inked on my skin, scarred into my knuckles.

I pulled on black sweatpants and left my chest bare. The tattoos were a map of my rage, a history written in ink and pain. The serpent on my back, its head resting between my shoulder blades, seemed to twist in the low light.

I headed for Simo’s study.

He was at his desk, of course. The desk was neat. A laptop, closed. A pen, aligned perfectly with the edge of a blotter. A glass of amber liquid—whiskey, not for taste, for effect—sat untouched. He was staring out the window into the dark.

“She’s settled?” he asked without turning.

“Locked in.”

“And you’ve assessed the risk?”

I leaned against the doorframe, crossing my arms. The movement pulled at the fresh cut on my side, a parting gift from one of Volkov’s guards. “She’s no risk. She’s a mouse. Jumped a foot in the air when Nico brought her a plate of cold pizza.”

“Mice chew through wires. They cause fires.” He finally turned. His face was calm, but his eyes were working, processing. “Lucian Volkov’s hidden daughter. The one no one sees. Why was she there?”

“Making an appearance. Volkov likes to trot her out once in a while, remind people he has a daughter, then lock her back up. It’s a power play. Shows he can keep what’s his hidden.”

“And is she his?” Simo picked up his glass, swirled the liquid. “You saw the intelligence. The rumors about the mother.”

I nodded. The rumors were old news in our circles. Elara Volkov’s affair. The daughter that didn’t look like Lucian. The mysterious, convenient death of the mother. “Probably not. He keeps her around like a pet he can’t decide whether to kick or feed.”

“So her value as leverage is questionable.”

“Maybe. He might not love her, but he hates to lose. Having something taken from him? That’ll piss him off. It’s a direct challenge.” I pushed off the doorframe, pacing a few steps. The energy from the hit was fading, leaving the familiar, itchy restlessness. “We just declared war by killing his mistress and carving up her body on his doorstep. Taking his daughter—blood or not—is just underlining the message in fucking neon.”

Simo took a sip of whiskey. “It also gives him a direct target. A reason to move faster, harder. He was encroaching on our territory. This might force his hand.”

“Let it.” I stopped pacing, my back to him, looking at the books lined up on his shelves. Useless knowledge. “We’re ready.”

“Are we?” His voice was flat. “Ready for a full-scale war over a girl you grabbed because she was in your way?”

I turned. The itch under my skin flared. “I grabbed her because she’s a piece on the board. A piece he didn’t think we’d touch. It shows we’re not playing by his cautious little rules. It shows we’re not afraid.”

“Or it shows we’re reckless.” He set the glass down. “You were angry tonight. Before the hit. I heard it in your voice on the phone. That woman, the one you killed... she meant something to you.”

The air went out of the room. My fists clenched at my sides. “She was Volkov’s. She was a message. Nothing more.”

“Don’t lie to me, Santo.” He didn’t raise his voice. He never had to. “You let emotion in. You got messy. And now you’ve brought the mess home. That’s not how we operate. You are the weapon. Weapons don’t get attached to their targets.”

The truth of it was a hot blade in my gut. He was right. Seeing Anya there, on Volkov’s arm, laughing that empty laugh... it had stirred something old and foul in me. The kill had been personal. The carving had been rage. It wasn’t clean. It was a tantrum.

And I’d carried that tantrum right into my brother’s house.

“She stays,” I said, the words rough. “For now. We see what Volkov does. If he doesn’t care, we dump her somewhere. If he reacts... she’s useful.”

“And in the meantime? We have a Volkov in the east wing. Tomas will try to fuck her. Nico will get attached. You...” He let the sentence hang.

“I’ll handle her.”

“How?”

“I’ll keep her out of the way. She’s no one. She’s nothing.”

“Then why does she feel like something?” Simo’s question hung in the air, sharp and too perceptive.

I had no answer. She felt like a loose wire, sparking in a dark room. A puzzle. A silence that was too loud.

“Just keep her contained,” Simo said finally, turning back to the window. The discussion was over. “And deal with your mess. I don’t want to see her. I don’t want to hear her. Make her invisible until we need her to be visible.”

I left the study, the order settling on my shoulders. Make her invisible.

I walked down the hall, not toward my room, but toward the east wing. The house was quiet, just the hum of the furnace. I stopped outside her door. No sound came from within.

I didn’t turn the handle. I just stood there.

I saw her again, in the car. Not crying. Not begging. Just watching me with those haunted, whiskey eyes. Asking me who I was.

She’d looked at the blood on me. Not with the usual disgust or terror. With a kind of grim understanding. Like she’d seen it before. Like it was familiar.

A Volkov who understood blood.

My mistake. My variable.

I pressed my forehead against the cool wood of the door for a single second. Then I pushed away.

Make her invisible.

First, I had to find out what she was.
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Chapter 3: The Bargaining Chip
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NINA

My silence was my only weapon, and I was running out of bullets.

Three days. Three days of cold pizza, a too-soft bed, and the slow-burning panic that felt like a small animal chewing its way out of my chest. The room was a gilded tomb. I’d memorized every swirl in the plaster ceiling, every thread in the ornate rug. I’d watched the sky bruise from blue to black to grey outside the large window, counting the trees in the distance like they were the bars on my cage.

They were.

The door opened without a knock. It was always him.

Santo filled the doorway, a mountain of dark denim and worn leather. He hadn’t changed his clothes since he brought me here. The phantom stains on his white shirt had faded to a rusty brown, a map of the violence I’d witnessed. He carried a paper bag that smelled of grease and salt.

“Food,” he said, his voice the same low rumble. It wasn’t an offer. It was a statement of fact.

He tossed the bag onto the bed beside me. I didn’t move. I kept my eyes on the window, on the thirteenth pine tree from the left.

“You need to eat.”

“I need to leave,” I said. My voice sounded thin. Worn out.

A humorless sound escaped him, not quite a laugh. “Not an option.”

“Then killing me isn’t an option either.” I finally looked at him. His face was all hard lines and shadow, his dark hair a chaotic mess. Those eyes held me, and I hated the way my pulse jumped under their weight. It was fear. It had to be. “A dead hostage is just a body. A live one is a problem you have to feed and listen to.”

He leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. The movement pulled his shirt tight across his shoulders. “You’re not a hostage. You’re a guest who can’t go home.”

“A guest with a locked door.”

“For your safety.”

The laugh that tore from my throat was raw. “Right. My safety. That’s why you dragged me here at gunpoint. Very hospitable.”

Something flickered in his eyes. Irritation, maybe. A spark in the dark. “You were in the wrong car. Wrong place, wrong time. That’s on you.”

“And keeping me here? That’s on you.” I stood up, my legs shaky. I needed to move, to do something. “You want to send a message to Lucian Volkov? Fine. Send a letter. Cut off a finger and mail it to him. But this?” I gestured around the room. “This is pointless. He doesn’t care what happens to me.”

Santo went very still. It was a different kind of stillness than his usual coiled tension. This was the quiet before a strike. “Explain.”

The word was a blade.

I’d held this secret against my heart for eighteen years, a shard of ice that kept me cold and separate. Now, I had to throw it at his feet and pray it cut him instead of me.

“He’s not my father.” The words left my mouth, flat and final. “Biologically. My mother... she had an affair. Lucian found out when I was five. He made me watch her die for it.” I kept my eyes on his, forcing myself not to blink, not to show the tremor that wanted to take over my body. “I’m a living reminder of his humiliation. He kept me around because my suffering amuses him. Because dressing up his shame in pretty clothes and trotting me out at parties makes him feel powerful. But he would not trade a single city block, not one shipment, not a dime of his dirty money to get me back. You miscalculated.”

The silence after I spoke was thick enough to choke on. Santo didn’t move. His expression didn’t change. He just watched me, his gaze stripping me bare, layer by layer, until I felt like he could see the ghost of that little girl covered in her mother’s blood.

“Prove it,” he said, finally.

“What?”

“Prove he doesn’t care. You’re asking me to throw away leverage on your word. I don’t know you.”

Anger, hot and sudden, washed through the cold fear. “You know what I am! A nobody! A bastard daughter he stashes away like a bad receipt! He sent me to live with an aunt who hated me and an uncle who...” I stopped, my breath catching. I would not give him that. Not that piece. “He only brought me to that fundraiser because he likes the spectacle. The whispers. ‘Look at Volkov’s beautiful, broken daughter. So tragic. So controlled.’ I’m a prop. You don’t negotiate with props.”

I was breathing hard, my fists clenched at my sides. I’d never said it all out loud. The truth, laid out in this quiet, expensive room, sounded even more pathetic than it felt in my head.

Santo pushed off the doorframe. He took two steps into the room, and the space seemed to shrink. “Where did you grow up?”

“A farmhouse. Three hours north of the city. Middle of nowhere.”

“With who?”

“My Aunt Anya and Uncle Piotr.” The names tasted like dust.

“And they treated you like a daughter?” His tone was neutral, probing.

I looked away, toward the fourteenth pine tree. “They treated me like a burden. A mouth to feed that came with a monthly check from Lucian. The check was the only thing that mattered.”

He was close enough now that I could smell him—leather, cold air, and something beneath it, like spice and smoke. “And no one came for you? No friends? No boyfriends?”

The question was so absurd it almost made me laugh again. “I wasn’t allowed friends. I wasn’t allowed to leave the property after I turned twelve. The only men I ever saw were Lucian’s, when they came to deliver the check or fetch me for an event. I’m not a person to him, Santo. I’m a ghost. You can’t bargain with a ghost.”

He stood there for a long moment, just looking at me. I could feel his eyes on my profile, tracing the line of my neck, my jaw. It wasn’t a sexual look. It was an assessment. Like he was weighing the truth of my words against my physical worth.

“Get your shoes on,” he said, turning abruptly.

My heart slammed against my ribs. “Why?”

“You’re going to repeat all of that to my brother. He decides what’s true.”

Panic, cold and slick, poured down my spine. Massimo Romano. The one they called The Lock. Because once his mind was made up, nothing opened it. “No. Please. I told you everything.”

“And I don’t believe you.” He said it without malice. A simple fact. “Or I believe you think it’s true. Massimo will know the difference. Shoes. Now.”

The command brooked no argument. My hands trembled as I shoved my feet into the simple flats I’d been wearing the night of the fundraiser. He didn’t touch me, just held the door open and gestured with a tilt of his head.

Walking through the Romano mansion felt like walking through a dream. A dark, opulent, terrifying dream. The hallways were wide and silent, lined with art that looked old and violently expensive. I saw a painting of a man being torn apart by dogs and had to look away. My footsteps were silent on the thick carpets. His boots made a soft, relentless sound behind me.

We didn’t pass anyone. The house felt empty, a hollow crown.

He led me down a sweeping staircase to a part of the house that felt different. Colder. The air smelled of lemon polish and something else... something metallic, hiding underneath. He stopped before a heavy, dark wood door and knocked once.

“Enter.”

The voice from inside was calm. Clipped. It held no warmth.

Santo opened the door and guided me in with a hand on my lower back. The touch was brief, impersonal, but it burned through the thin fabric of my dress.

Massimo Romano’s office was nothing like Lucian’s. Where Lucian’s was all aggressive display—trophies, weapons, glaring power—this room was a study in controlled minimalism. A large, clean desk of pale wood. A single laptop. Two chairs. A wall of windows looking out over skeletal winter gardens. It was the office of a man who believed his own mind was weapon enough.

Massimo stood by the window, his back to us. He was tall, like Santo, but leaner. Where Santo was raw power, Massimo was a scalpel. He turned, and his eyes landed on me. They were a lighter brown than his brother’s, almost amber, and just as devoid of welcome.

“Nina,” he said. My name in his mouth sounded like a specimen label.

“She has a story,” Santo said, leaning against the closed door, blocking my exit. “Tell him.”

So, I did. I repeated it all, my voice steadier this time. The affair. The murder. The farmhouse. The checks. The isolation. I laid my worthless life out on his clean, polished desk.

Massimo listened without moving. His expression didn’t change. When I finished, the silence rang in my ears.

“You expect me to believe,” he began, his voice so quiet I had to strain to hear, “that Lucian Volkov, a man who incinerates entire families for a perceived slight, allowed the product of his wife’s infidelity to live? To grow up? Out of a sense of poetic cruelty?”

“Yes,” I whispered.

“It’s inefficient. Sentimental. Lucian is not a sentimental man.”

“It’s not sentiment.” I lifted my chin, meeting those cool amber eyes. “It’s hatred. And hatred needs a place to live. I’m the house where his hatred lives. If I’m gone, he has to feel it himself. He’d rather pay to have it contained.”

A slight, almost imperceptible tilt of his head. “An interesting theory.” He shifted his gaze to Santo. “You believe her?”

Santo’s arms were crossed, his jaw tight. “I believe she believes it. Doesn’t matter if it’s true. If Volkov has already written her off, she’s useless as leverage. We’re wasting time and resources.”

Massimo’s lips thinned. He walked to his desk and sat, steepling his fingers. He looked at me like I was a math problem he was solving. “There is another possibility. If what you say is true, and your suffering is a hobby for him... then he will not appreciate someone else breaking his favorite toy.”

The air left my lungs.

“No,” I breathed.

“Yes.” He leaned forward slightly. “Your value may not be in what he’ll pay to get you back. It may be in what he’ll pay to stop us from playing with you.”

Ice flooded my veins. This was worse. So much worse.

Santo pushed off the door. “Simo. That’s a messy play. Unpredictable.”

“Volkov has been predictable. He’s been edging into our territory for months, thinking we wouldn’t notice. Thinking we’re weak.” Massimo’s gaze never left me. “Santo made a statement at the fundraiser. Now we make a clearer one. We show him we have his living shame. And we show him we are not afraid to... dent it.”

“I’m not a thing,” I said, but the words were weak. A plea.

“To him, you are. To us, you are a tool.” He said it without cruelty. It was just logistics. “The question is what kind of tool you will be. Santo?”

My head whipped toward him. Santo was staring at his brother, a muscle in his jaw feathering. The chaos I usually saw in his eyes was gone, replaced by a cold, sharp focus. He was weighing it. Considering it.

The betrayal was a physical pain.

“She’s weak,” Santo said, his voice rough. “She’ll break fast. Might not give us much to work with.”

“Then we don’t need to wait.” Massimo nodded. “Take her downstairs. Document it. We’ll send Volkov a preview.”

“No.” The word was out before I could think. I backed up, hitting the door. “You can’t. I told you the truth! You said you’d decide!”

“I have decided,” Massimo said. “Santo.”

Santo moved. He wasn’t rough, but he was immovable. His hands closed around my upper arms, turning me from the door. I struggled, a burst of useless panic.

“Stop it,” he growled in my ear, his breath hot. “Fighting just makes it worse.”

He half-dragged, half-walked me out of the office, back into the dim hallway. I dug my heels in, but it was like trying to stop a train. “You bastard! You liar! I trusted you!”

He didn’t answer. His face was a stone mask. He pulled me toward a plain door I hadn’t noticed before, tucked under the staircase. He opened it, revealing a set of concrete steps leading down into darkness. The smell that wafted up was damp, cold, and carried the faint, iron tang of old blood.

Real, primal terror closed my throat.

I screamed. I kicked back, my heel connecting with his shin. He grunted, his grip tightening until I cried out from the pain in my arms. “I said, stop.”

He dragged me down the stairs. The air grew colder with each step. The basement was a vast, unfinished space. Concrete floor, concrete walls, exposed pipes. In the center of the room was a metal chair. Bolted to the floor. Next to it, a small table with a video camera on a tripod.

A single, bare bulb hung overhead, casting a harsh, unforgiving light.

This was where they did it. This was the real house.

Santo let go of me long enough to shut and lock a heavy metal door at the top of the stairs. The final clang echoed in the hollow space. I stood frozen, my chest heaving, watching him descend back toward me.

He walked to the table and turned on the camera. A small red light glowed.

“Sit in the chair,” he said, not looking at me.

“Please.” The word was a broken thing. “Don’t do this.”

“Sit. In. The. Chair.” He looked at me then, and what I saw in his eyes made my blood freeze solid. It wasn’t anger. It wasn’t cruelty. It was a terrifying, hollow emptiness. A man about to do a job.

My legs gave out. I stumbled to the chair and collapsed into it. The metal was ice-cold, even through my dress.

He approached, and in his hand was a knife. It wasn’t the fancy one from the fundraiser. This was a simple, wicked-looking hunting knife, sharp and well-used. He stopped in front of me, so close I could see the individual dark lashes framing his dead eyes.

“Give me your hands.”

I shook my head, clamping them under my arms.

He sighed, a sound of pure impatience. In one swift movement, he leaned down, his body crowding mine, and yanked my right wrist. He pulled it toward a metal loop welded to the chair’s arm. A cold click, and my wrist was locked in a cuff. He did the same with the other side. My arms were pinned, stretched slightly.

I was trapped.

He straightened up, looking down at me. The knife gleamed under the bulb. My breath came in short, ragged gasps, fogging in the cold air.

“What’s your name?” he asked, his voice flat.

I just stared at him, tears blurring my vision.

“Your name. For the recording.”

“Nina,” I choked out.

“Nina who?”

“Nina... Volkov.” It tasted like ash.

“You’re Lucian Volkov’s daughter?”

I hesitated. He brought the tip of the knife to my throat, just a whisper of pressure. “Yes.”

“And why are you here, Nina Volkov?”

The script was clear. I was to be the message. My mind raced, scrambled with fear. “Because you took me.”

“Why did we take you?”

“Because... because my father crossed you.”

He nodded, a tiny, satisfied movement. The knife left my throat, trailing down the front of my dress. He used the tip to hook the neckline, pulling it down
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