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Just a couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than that, all my books are independent projects.

That being said, I apologize, in advance, for the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for grammar, my books are probably not for you.

Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However, the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my series all at once. No waiting here...LOL. Now, the exception to that will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as myself.

Thank you for everything!
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I really appreciate you reading my book, and I would love to hear from you! Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, I’m not very active on social media. However, for the sites I do participate in, here are my social media coordinates:
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Website 
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News & Updates 
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Author Pages 
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Social Media Sites 
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Email 
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Newsletter Sign Up 
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Other Books 

Dedication

You know...the enemy of my enemy is still my enemy.
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Prologue
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“You can’t be a Don,” Maria said, but she was wrong.

“Yes, I can,” I argued.

“No, you can’t,” she insisted as she kept checking her makeup in the mirror. “Only men can become Dons.”

“That’s not true,” I said as I sat on her bed, watching her get ready for her party. Maria was Capo Donetello’s only daughter, and they were throwing her a big celebration for her birthday tonight.

“Yes, it is,” she said before turning to face me. “As a woman in this family, all you can be is someone’s wife. If you’re lucky, he’ll be a Capo and not some lowly soldier.”

“I don’t want to be someone’s wife,” I told her, the very idea making me sick to my stomach. “I want to be like Papa.”

Maria let out a heavy sigh before saying, “Aurora, you’re only eleven-years-old, so you’re too young to understand what you’re saying.”

While it was true that I was only eleven, I was still smart enough to understand exactly what I was saying. After all, I wasn’t like normal eleven-year-old girls. I didn’t play with dolls or pretend to dress up. I didn’t beg my mother for makeup or pretty outfits. I didn’t bake cookies or ever help in the kitchen. I’d also never had a dollhouse in all my life. So, it was Maria who didn’t know what she was talking about.

“You watch,” I told her. “I’m going to be Don one day.”

She sighed again. “Aurora, you cannot. Even if you’d been born a male, you’re still the youngest Marchetti sibling. Santino will be Underboss one day, and if anything ever happens to him, then Stefano is next in line to inherit the title.”

“I can be the Don of my own family,” I said, lifting my chin, refusing to let her kill my dreams.

Maria let out a laugh. “Oh, God...Aurora, that is not how it works.”

“Why can’t I?”

She shook her head, still laughing at me, and I didn’t like it. “I think your father and brothers have indulged you just a little too much.”

“You’re only sixteen,” I said. “You don’t know everything.”

“I may not know everything, but I know enough to know that you’ll never be the Marchetti Don, Aurora,” she said. “Now, how about you forget about all that nonsense and help me finish getting ready for my party, yes? After all, that’s what you’re here for.”

She was wrong about that. I wasn’t here to help her get ready for her party. I was here because Mama wanted to make sure that Mrs. Carmine didn’t get too drunk before the party was to begin. Mama said that Mrs. Carmine liked to live in her cup, which meant that she drank alcohol a lot.

“Don’t you want to be more than just a wife?” I asked her, not liking the idea at all.

“No,” she quickly rushed out. “I can’t wait to be some Capo’s wife. I mean, I’ll get to shop all the time, and get my hair and nails done whenever I want. He’ll love me and always buy me whatever I want.”

“You can buy whatever you want if you get a job,” I reminded her.

Maria just laughed again. “Oh, Aurora...you really are funny. No woman in her right mind wants to work. If they work, it’s because they have to.” Then she shrugged a shoulder like she was bored. “Luckily for you, you’ll never have to work.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re the only daughter of Roman and Rosemary Marchetti,” she answered. “You’re the only Marchetti Princess in existence, and I imagine that your father will have something to say about the plans that you have for your future.”

“Papa just wants me to be happy,” I told her. “He says so all the time.”

Maria’s lips pinched before saying, “I think I’m going to have to talk to your mother about this.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re talking crazy, Aurora,” she said. “No girl can ever become a Don, and I think your brothers will have something to say about this, too.”

“You’re just mad because you’re going to have to be a stupid man’s wife one day,” I said, being mean because she was being mean to me.

Maria sighed again. “Aurora, you’re being ridiculous. It’s an honor to marry within the family.”

She was wrong.

She was wrong, and I was going to prove it.
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Aurora – (Twenty Years Later)~

There was no dignity in death; nature didn’t allow it. Oh, you could act as brave as you wanted to, and you could even die a hero if the occasion called for it, but to die with dignity?

Yeah, no.

Upon death, muscles relaxed, your skin began to sag, blood drained to give you that pale look, the body cooled, and the sphincter released, causing quite the mess. Shortly after that, your blood pooled, giving you that bruised look, then rigor mortis began to set in. However, that wasn’t the end of it. Hours later, your muscles began to stiffen, giving you that bent look, but then everything came full circle when the body began to relax again.

So, while dying a valiant death sounded noble and all, the unpreventable stages of death left your corpse an undignified mess, and the smell of human demise was not a pleasant one. In fact, it stuck with you long after you took a shower and scrubbed yourself clean.

Nonetheless, death didn’t bother me. As I watched Petru Aldea’s blood swirling down the drain, I couldn’t remember the last time that the sight of blood had bothered me, and that was saying something when you considered that I had a photographic memory, something that benefitted my family greatly.

Fortunately or unfortunately-depending on who you asked-I was the youngest child of Roman and Rosemary Marchetti, and my father was the Don of the Marchetti Crime Family, the largest Mafia syndicate in the entire state of Illinois. Of course, there were other crime families around, but the closest to us in numbers were the Russians while the Romanians, Germans, and Chinese weren’t even a factor when it came to territory.

At any rate, unlike most Mafia princesses, I hadn’t been raised to become the perfect Italian wife. I hadn’t been raised to keep my head in the sand, feigning ignorance to everything around me. Even though my mother had given my father an heir and a spare, he hadn’t left me to my own devices. Instead, he had raised me alongside my brothers, and gender had no significance when it came to family business, something that was obvious from the way that I was washing the blood off my hands now.

As for the family’s dynamics, even though my father was already sixty-years-old, he was just as cutthroat and relentless as he’d been in his younger years. He ran the family like an iron-disciplined general, and he’d been raising his children to be just like him from the days of our first steps. Now, while a lot of people would accuse him of being too hard on us, he’d been teaching us how to survive this life, and like my brothers, I was very grateful to him for being the hands-on father that he’d been and still was.

Of course, predictably, my mother was a different story. Her marriage to my father had been an arrangement for more power, and if she loved him, you’d never know it by the way that they led separate lives. Oh, they lived in the same house, slept in the same bed, and showed up to all the important functions arm-in-arm, but there was no love lost between my parents, but not all marriages were destined to be great love stories. Some were business opportunities for the greater good, and while my parents might not be madly in love with one another, the respect that they had for each other was quite obvious to anyone with a pair of working eyes.

Now, having done her duty, my eldest brother was thirty-five, and not only had he been raised to follow in my father’s footsteps, but Santino was also the spitting image of Roman Marchetti. He was six-foot-two, had dark brown hair and eyes, and he was the Marchetti Underboss, and a very good one. If anything untoward were to ever happen to my father, Santino would be able to take over the family without a single hiccup, and that was very impressive for a thirty-five-year-old.

As for my youngest brother, Stefano, with the exception of being an inch shorter than Santino, he was more of the same Marchetti heritage. At thirty-three, Stefano was also the spitting image of my father, but because the hierarchy in our family was what it was, he was a Capo and second in line to take over if anything were to ever happen to my father and Santino. However, like Santino, Stefano could take over without any hesitation until my nephew was of age, and that’s how dedicated my father was to the survival of our family’s legacy.

In fact, that’s where I came in.

Unlike my brothers, I would never become Don, something that still rubbed me wrong. As a little girl, I could remember being so insistent on becoming the Marchetti Boss one day, but it hadn’t taken long before the writing on the wall would be shoved in my face. I’d been fifteen when my father had finally crushed my dreams, but he hadn’t done it unkindly. In fact, I knew that my dedication to the family had made him proud, and it still did.

Nonetheless, since both of my brothers were married with their heirs firmly secured, only a complete obliteration of their families would ever put me in line to inherit the title of the coveted position of Marchetti Boss. Since Santino had two sons, and Stefano had three, ruling the Marchetti Syndicate would never fall on my shoulders, something that was pretty much guaranteed.

However, that hadn’t stopped me from begging my father for a chance to prove myself, and what had started out as a harmless ‘audition’ had turned into something that no one in the family had seen coming. While my brothers were smart, cunning, ruthless, and deadly, neither had any special gifts or talents, and that’s what made me stick out among the family.

At eighteen-years-old, I had begged my father for a chance to work for the family, and in an attempt to humor me, he had sent me on a job with Santino, confident that my brother would take care of me should things go south. We’d been ordered to collect a gambling debt, and while it should have been an easy transaction, Roddy Carpenter had been high as a kite, choosing to turn a simple meeting into a bloodbath of unexpected proportions since he’d had crackheads crashing with him at his apartment.

Luckily, with my photographic memory being something that never turned off, I’d been able to get us out of there, leaving no evidence of us having ever been on that side of town. When we’d gotten back to the house, I had mapped out our route and any stores in the area that might have had cameras. At first, my father and brothers had both been shocked to learn of my hidden talent, but then it hadn’t taken them long to recognize how my gift could contribute greatly to the family’s success.

So, thirteen years later, Santino handled the artillery side of the business, Stefano handled the narcotics side of the business, and I was in charge of the gambling portion of our empire. With my memory being what it was, our financial journals were flawless, and there wasn’t a soul on the planet that could bullshit me.

Still, that wasn’t where my contributions to the family ended. With my determination to be the best at an unhealthy level, I had spent my early twenties proving that I had what it took to lead this family if the need were ever to arise. Though it’d taken my father a long time to finally trust that I knew what I was doing, he had eventually taken off the reins, and at the age of thirty-one, I had a respectable number of kills under my belt, and I was the only one who killed high-profile enemies.

In fact, at the age of twenty-five, because of my rapidly rising kill count, Stefano had gotten to calling me Astaroth, which had started out as a brother teasing his sister, but all these years later, the name was spoken with respect and a touch of fear, depending on who was speaking it.

Now, for anyone unfamiliar with the name or demonic hierarchy, scholars referred to Astaroth as the First Prince of Thrones and the Treasurer of Hell. So, for obvious reasons, with the both of us having dominion over math and all of my kills destined for Hell, Stefano had found it apt and funny to saddle me with the moniker.

At any rate, after years of killing with precision and leaving no evidence behind, the name Astaroth was whispered regularly on the streets of St. Moran, but only my father and brothers knew that I was Astaroth. In fact, not even my mother knew what all I did for the family, and it was safer for me to keep it that way. Truth be told, according to my father, it was only out of necessity that Santino and Stefano knew about the kills that I carried out.

As I scrubbed the blood from beneath my nails, it was hard not to think about the quiet hum in the pit of my stomach. Something was coming, and I’d been feeling it in the air for a while now. So, when I caught Petru Aldea hovering just inside our lands, I hadn’t hesitated in killing him. The Romanians had no business this close to Marchetti territory, and while the smart thing would have been to capture and question him, I hadn’t that kind of time. Plus, since none of it had been planned, killing him quickly and quietly proved less problematic had I tried to drag him off somewhere.

Nonetheless, the Romanians occupied territory just west of the Russians, and it wasn’t very often that we came across any of them. If anything, we had run-ins with the Chinese more than we did anyone else, and even that was a pain in the ass.

Once my hands were as clean as I could get them, I grabbed my phone from my purse, then dialed my father. Even though I technically reported to Santino, he never gave me a hard time whenever I went directly to our father.

“Aurora,” he greeted after the second ring.

“Papa, I think I’m overdo for a manicure,” I said, letting him know all that he needed to know.

“A girl can always do with a bit of pampering,” he replied easily, not missing a beat.

“Yes, she can.”
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Viktor~

The smell of death wasn’t pleasant, but I was used to it. In fact, there wasn’t much about it that bothered me anymore. Having been raised in the Korolev Bratva, I’d been desensitized to the horrors of death early on, and torture didn’t bother me any, something that the asshole currently tied to the metal chair was learning firsthand.

Now, normally, I didn’t care about pussy one way or the other, but a lot of what I did was to prove a point more than it was to avenge some imagined slight. After all, not many people were stupid enough to mess with the Korolevs, and those who did cross the line, they were made examples of.

Like now.

I also didn’t blame the whore that was crying uncontrollably in the corner. Like most women with little choice, she was just a pawn in life, and while a decent man would feel sorry for her, I didn’t. Her pimp had ordered her to try to rob me, and for whatever reason, she had agreed to try. So, now she was here as a witness to what happened when people crossed me, and if she didn’t go insane by the end of all this, then she could spread the word to the other whores who littered our streets at night.

Now, the only issue with how I was carving Emich Krous into pieces was that it might kick off some static with the Germans, though I wasn’t too worried about it. I also hadn’t had any idea that the woman who had approached me at Ice Mountain earlier had been a working German whore. Oh, it’d been obvious that she’d been looking for a good time, and if I hadn’t been going through such a dry spell, I might have chosen better. No matter what could be said about me, I never fucked our whores as it was beyond the height of stupidity to shit where you ate.

At any rate, as the Sovietnik to my father’s position as the Korolev Pakhan, I was first in line to take over the bratva one day, which was a good thing since the only other son in line to inherit was my brother, Kasimir, and he was, simply put, a psychopath who didn’t have the discipline to be in charge of a multi-million dollar criminal enterprise.

Of course, our structure mirrored that of the Italian Mafia to some extent, and if you compared my position to their hierarchy, I’d be the Consigliere. As for my brother, he was our Obshchak, which was our bookmaker and was in charge of all the books for all our financial endeavors. Next in line were the Brigadiers, which were likened to Capos, then Boyeyiks, which were our warriors, then our Shestyorkas, which were our associates.

One of the rare differences between us and the Italians was that I was still single at thirty-five, and I had no heirs to speak of. Now, while I had nothing against getting married or having a family, I just didn’t trust people enough to form any kind of attachment to them. Apart from my parents and brother, I trusted no one, and I only cared to know what I needed to know about the many businesses that we ran.

However, with my father, Aleksei Korolev, being sixty-five, he was quickly losing patience with me and Kasimir setting up our nurseries. However, I suspected that his annoyance had more to do with my mother, Irina Korolev, being fifty-eight and wanting grandchildren before she was too old to be able to enjoy them. Now, while my father didn’t adore my mother enough to force his hand for her, he also didn’t appreciate how she nagged when she was fixated on something.

Plus, it wasn’t lost on either of my parents that my brother was out of his mind, and so I suspected that they wanted to help in raising his children since I could only imagine how they’d end up if left to Kasimir on his own. Granted, I loved my brother, and looking at him was like looking into a mirror that was two years younger, but the man was insane, plain and simple. It also didn’t help that, unlike my father and I, instead of having brown hair and blue eyes, Kasimir had brown hair with one blue eye and one white one, and it was hard not to argue that his psychopathy might have been inherited honestly.

Nevertheless, whether a genuine psychopath or not, Kasimir was great with numbers, and he was very good at his job, which helped tremendously. While we had large enough numbers for the Chinese, Romanians, and Germans not to be a problem, the Italians would be able to give us a run for our money if a war were to ever pop off. Unlike us, they procreated like rabbits, and they were also dedicated to keeping their legacy alive. In fact, if only by a few numbers, the Marchettis had the biggest criminal enterprise in the entire state.

There were also whispers about a mercenary on their payroll called Astaroth, Star for short. It was rumored that the guy was a ghost and left no trace of evidence at all. Of course, that was impossible, but my guess was that Santino Marchetti was the elusive Astaroth, and that he simply paid the cops to find no evidence left behind.

“P...please...no, no more,” “Melody” pleaded, but anything worth doing was worth doing well, and I was a craftsman at my job.

I also wasn’t a total monster, so I could understand how traumatizing this might be for her. After all, since Emich Krous was her pimp, I imagined that, like most whores and their pimps, he had brainwashed her to feel something for him, a most misguided relationship if ever there was one. Hell, she might even feel like she loved him, what with all the times that he probably saved her from some creep. Nevertheless, trying to steal from me hadn’t been wise.

“I’m beg...begging you,” she went on, and I preferred her sobbing over her voice cutting through Emich’s moans of pain.

“Ah, milyy,” I chuckled. “What fun would it be to stop now?”

Now, while I wouldn’t expect a German whore to understand Russian, I called all women by darling, so even if she could understand me, she’d make a mistake in thinking that she was special. It just wasn’t worth my time to remember their names, and while that might sound cold and callous, most men felt that way when partaking in the fairer sex.

At any rate, as demented as it sounded, I was enjoying myself. I loved making an example out of my enemies, and the Germans were definitely our enemies. Of course, for everyone to prosper to some degree, there was an unspoken civility among criminals, and for the most part, we all stayed within our territories to keep the state police from needing to interfere with our businesses. No matter how much we might hate one another, no one wanted to risk their legacies by bumping dicks.

Nonetheless, that didn’t stop us from continuously doing our homework, and so that’s how I knew that Emich Krous was nothing but a street punk, and he was no way connected to the Schmidts of St. Moran. In fact, the Marchettis, Schmidts, Aldeas, and Zhangs were the only last names that mattered in the state, and we kept a very close eye on them to make sure that their power never extended beyond the borders of Illinois. Oh, we knew that the syndicates had their alliances in other states, but as long as no one was teaming up for something big, we didn’t get involved.

“P...plea...please...”

Now, while Emich’s pleas were a gurgling mess, I could still understand him all the same. I also wasn’t surprised that he was begging. I mean, they always started begging after the first hour of hanging out with me, but I was just as desensitized to it as I was with most things in my world.

I leaned down to look into what was left of Emich’s face. “Well, see...the problem here is that someone needs to pay for how you two tried to roll me,” I informed him. “Would you rather that she take your spot? Because I can make that happen.”

Melody’s-or whatever her real name was-whimpers turned into screams at the very possibility, but what she didn’t know was that she was safe from such a thing. While I had no problem killing a woman if I had to, I wasn’t big on torturing them. Chauvinistic or not, a woman would have to be soulless before I’d ever even entertain the idea of torturing her. Besides, like I’d said earlier, in this particular instance, she was just a puppet with Emich pulling her strings, so he was the one that needed to pay for what they’d tried to do.

To his credit, Emich had chosen to spare Melody, or else he was still aware enough to recognize that he was going to die, no matter his choice. Even if he’d wanted to trade places with the woman, his injuries were to the point that his body was just waiting to finally quit on him. No doctor on earth would be able to bring him back from the brink of death, and maybe Emich Krous wasn’t as stupid as I had pegged him for.

“N...no...” he sputtered. “No...leave...leave her a...alone...”

If possible, Melody began to wail louder, but it was easy to block out the noise, a skill that I had developed early on in life. Since birth, I’d known nothing but the bratva way, and while some would call us sociopaths for how detached we were to a lot of normal emotional functions, we weren’t sociopaths. We understood and felt emotions just like the next guy, but our ability to compartmentalize was what made all the difference. I couldn’t remember a time when emotions had ever complicated any business decisions, and my brother and I really had learned from the best.

Three hours later, I’d given direction to dispose of Emich Krous’ body, and I’d been decent enough to drop Melody off at her apartment building, reminding her of what happened when someone crossed any Korolev.

As I drove home, I had to wonder if celibacy was such a bad thing. I had ended up with Melody because Dushenka had begun to act expectantly, and that was the last thing that I needed.
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Aurora~

In public, I behaved accordingly and never questioned my Boss or Underboss when they issued an order. Privately, I acted however I wanted, my father and brothers expecting nothing less. Still, whenever I was summoned by my father in an official capacity, I treated him with all the respect that he was owed.

Walking into his private home office, he wasn’t sitting at his desk like he usually was. Instead, he was at the bar, and judging by the opened bottle of brandy, I was immediately worried. After all, my father didn’t indulge in vices that stole his control like alcohol, gambling, or drugs could do.

“Papa,” I greeted as I shut the door behind me, leaving us in complete privacy.

“Alba,” he greeted back, and that’s when I knew that something serious was up. My parents had chosen to name me Aurora because it meant dawn, and my father had felt and still felt that daughters were like the start of a new day, every day. However, he only called me that in Italian when we were having a father/daughter moment.

“What’s going on?” I asked, figuring that I might as well cut to the chase.

Setting his tumbler of brandy down on the bar, he turned to face me fully. “As you know, there’s been a bit of noise with the Chinese and Germans.”

I did know that. Being as vigilant as we were where our enemies were concerned, we kept an eye and ear out regarding whatever they might be up to, and with the Chinese and Germans sharing the same territory stretch, we’d always paid extra special attention to them.

As the territories were divided, we controlled the northern part of the state, the Russians owned the eastern part of the state, and the Romanians were in charge of the western part of the state, though we all operated out of St. Morgan. The only oddity was how the Chinese and Germans shared the southern part of the state, which was an odd love affair to say the least. However, it was rumored that the Germans had owned the territory first, and for whatever reason, they had reached an amicable understanding with the Chinese, and their businesses co-existed fairly peacefully from what I understood.

“I’m aware,” I said before getting comfortable on one of the empty barstools that matched the free-standing bar in his office. “Last I heard, they were playing with increasing their drug production.”

Papa gave me a simple nod of confirmation. “Well, we’ve just learned that they are in discussions with the Romanians to increase more than just their drug profits.”

My back immediately straightened at that. Now, while we outnumbered all of them in organization size, if the Romanians, Chinese, and Germans were to get into bed together, that could cause lots of problems that we weren’t quite equipped to deal with...at least, not without a significant number of losses. Though small in numbers, each syndicate was just as ruthless and bloodthirsty as we were.

“Has it been confirmed?” I asked, my heart pounding a bit.

“Not quite, but close enough to cause some concern,” he answered truthfully, and that was one thing that our family never did; we never bullshitted each other, no matter the topic of conversation.

“Okay, so...so, what’s the plan?”

The look in his eyes was one that I hadn’t ever seen before, and it really had the hairs on the back of my neck warning me that this was a lot more serious than his even tone was suggesting. Granted, my father wasn’t known for losing his cool often, but still.

“The rumors are substantial enough that I had a meeting with Aleksei Korolev last week,” he announced, and I could only stare at him as he said the last thing that I’d ever expected him to say. “He’s also very aware of how their alliance and growth in power would affect them, should the Romanians, Germans, and Chinese be able to pull it off.”

“And?” I asked. “What came of the meeting with the Russian Pakhan?”

“With the facts being what they are, we agreed that the only way to ensure that the others remain in their rightful places was to establish an alliance of our own,” he answered, making the pit of my stomach ache painfully. “The numbers do not lie, Alba. Even if the Romanians, Chinese, and Germans were to form an alliance, if we aligned ourselves with the Russians, we’d outnumber them significantly enough for them to no longer be a threat of any kind.”

“So, you’re telling me that we’re getting into bed with the Russians?” I asked, needing to hear the words clearly from his mouth.

He gave me another terse nod before saying, “Specifically, you.”

No way.

No fucking way.

My chest felt tight as I did a quick inventory of everything that I knew, and with Santino and Stefano already married with families, that left only me as a potential sacrificial lamb. I also knew that both Viktor and Kasimir Korolev were single, and so Aleksei had two sacrificial lambs that he could choose from in order to secure this alliance.

“I see,” I replied quietly.

“The marriage between my only daughter and Aleksei Korolev’s heir would send a message that cannot be ignored by even the most ambitious,” he remarked evenly and unnecessarily.

Viktor Korolev.

Eyeing my father, I asked, “Do I have a choice?”

His back immediately straightened at that. “Of course,” he replied smoothly, though I knew that I had offended him. “I’d never make you do anything that you do not want to do, Alba.”

While that’s exactly what a devoted father would say, we both knew what this was. If I said no, then I’d be responsible for the potential loss of lives, possibly including both of my brothers. We’d go to war to prevent the Chinese, Germans, and Romanians from taking over, and that wasn’t supposition. I knew that to be a fact, and I had the power to prevent it all by just saying yes.

I also couldn’t help but think about all the times that I’d wanted to be the Marchetti Don and believed that I’d be good at it. However, as I looked at my father, it was hard not to wonder if I’d have the fortitude the sacrifice my only daughter for the greater good. In this moment, I finally realized what it meant to be in charge of an organization such as ours.

There was also the pride factor to consider. Ever since I could remember, I’d been telling people how I would be a phenomenal Mafia leader, and so how could I say no now? I had the chance to prove that I really would do whatever necessary to preserve the Marchetti legacy, and that mattered to me more than my own happiness. Call it stubbornness or just plain craziness, but I could see the honor in this sacrifice, though I could only imagine what it’d be like to live in the enemy’s camp.

I also knew that it was nothing personal. As the cards fell, it just so happened that both of my brothers were already married and that Aleksei Kovolev had no daughters. My father and Aleksei hadn’t conspired against me or anything sinister like that. Plus, my father was giving me a choice, making it clear that he was willing to go to war if I wasn’t willing to make this sacrifice.

“And what of the details?” I finally asked. “Would I still be working for the family?”

“While I’d love to say yes, that is something that will need to be discussed between you and Viktor Korolev,” he answered honestly. “After all, if you agree to this, he will become your husband, Alba.”

Though he was wise enough not to say it out loud, I was good at reading between the lines. Despite the Russians being the enemy, us Italians took marriage very seriously, and as my husband, Viktor Korolev would have a tremendous amount of power over me and my life.

“And if I agree, when will the ceremony take place?” I asked, though I’d already made up my mind.

“A week from Saturday,” he replied before reaching over to drain the tumbler of brandy. “It will be a church ceremony with only you, Stefano, Viktor, and Kasimir Korolev in attendance.”

While his words sounded cold as hell, I understood why he wouldn’t be able to be there. If the others were conspiring together, then it’d be too tempting not to try to kill both the Marchetti Don and the Korolev Pakhan at the same time.

“And both Santino and Stefano are aware?”

My father gave me another terse nod, almost as if this conversation was too painful for him. “They do,” he confirmed.

“And?”

“And they do not like it,” he replied evenly. “They have both chosen to go to war.”

Which was why I had to say yes.

It also wasn’t lost on me how all of their lives would go on as normal. My life would be the only one that would change, but that was the whole point of a sacrifice, wasn’t it? The Marchettis and Korolevs would go on to conduct business as usual, and I’d be lucky to see my family during the holidays.

“Well, it’s a good thing that they won’t have to,” I finally said, and my father’s eyes flashed with a regret that I’d never seen before.

“You can say no, Alba,” he reminded me.

No, I couldn’t.

“I know, Papa,” I lied.
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Viktor~

I stared at my father, not quite believing what I was hearing. The very idea that the Germans, Romanians, and the Chinese were conspiring to take over was, at the very least, insulting as hell. Even if the alliance gave them the numbers, they still didn’t have the skills or firepower to end both the Korolevs and the Marchettis.

At least, I didn’t think that they did.

“It also has to be you because the others would never believe the alliance to be true if Marchetti were to marry off his only daughter to a Korolev second-son,” my father went on. “Which is understandable.”

“And Aurora Marchetti has already agreed to this?” I asked, hardly believing that she would. I mean, why would she?”

“I am not certain,” he answered. “Roman is to speak with her today.”

“And if she says no?” I posed.

“Then we go to war,” he replied easily, always ready for a reason to spill blood, and he and Kasimir were very much alike in that way.

Now, while he’d said it as if it were no big deal, I knew my father well enough to know that he’d rather die fighting than ever surrender to the enemy. Even if we lost everything, to him, it’d be worth it as long as he could say that we hadn’t given in.

“And how would all this work?” I asked, already knowing my answer.

My father shot me a look. “Razve vy ne znayete, kak ustroyen brak?”

I shot him a look of my own. “Of course, I know how marriage works.”

He smirked, and he really was an asshole most of the time. “Then I don’t understand the question, son.”

“Does she become bratva business, or do I allow her to continue working for her father?” I asked. “The devil is in the details, so I need to know if we’ll be married in name-only. After all, the enemy is still the enemy, even if she’s wearing my ring on her finger.”

“It was agreed upon that we’d leave those details left up to the newlyweds,” he remarked flippantly. “If you feel that she can be trusted to keep working for her father, then I see no reason why she cannot. Of course, it goes without saying that bratva secrets will remain bratva secrets.”

Truth be told, even if I weren’t about to marry a Mafia princess, discussing bratva business with my wife would never be an option. Females weren’t part of the Russian hierarchy, and so they had the luxury of being able to live in ignorant bliss. They did their duty by producing heirs, and then they just went about their business, shopping and doing whatever else the hell they did.

“I can handle my wife,” I assured him.

My father arched a brow. “So, is that a yes?”

I leaned forward in my seat, regarding my father carefully as he sat behind his desk. “Contrary to what you may believe, I know you, Pakhan. There is no way that you’d ever consider getting into bed with the Italians unless it was absolutely necessary.”

He just grinned. “Which is why you’re our Sovietnik.”

I dropped back in my seat, not appreciating his games. After all, my entire life was about to change. Sure, business would continue as usual, but my private life was never going to be the same after this. I was going to have a wife that I hadn’t been expecting, and she was going to be Mafia royalty, something that I sure as hell hadn’t ever seen coming.

Nevertheless, the biggest challenge for everyone was going to be accepting an Italian woman in bratva leadership. As my wife, Aurora Marchetti was going to be in a position of power, whether or not she wanted to be. It also didn’t matter if she knew anything significant about our business dealings or not, she’d be the Korolev Sovietnik’s wife, and so that would put a huge target on her back from both our associates and our enemies. So, I could only hope that Aurora Marchetti wasn’t the smelling salt type.

My future wife’s looks were also going to be another problem. Though I’d never met the woman in person, the research into our enemies had produced enough pictures of her for me to know that she was quite a bit beyond beautiful. In fact, she was the epitome of a sultry brunette, and it was said that she feared little, thanks to how her brothers guarded her with their lives. Of course, that part was just a rumor, but it was an easy one to believe. Traditionally, Italians were very protective of their women, and so it stood to reason that Aurora Marchetti would be well taken care of.

Eyeing my father, I asked, “And what if it doesn’t work? What if the others continue with their plan to take over?”

“Then we go to war,” he repeated, shrugging casually.

“Do you really trust the Italians to have our backs?”

“When they have just as much to lose as we do? Yes, I do,” he answered, and whatever had been discussed between him and the Marchetti Don, it was clear that my father believed that the man would honor his word.

“I suppose so,” I muttered, my mind working like it always did.

“Still, it wouldn’t hurt if you started your nursery as soon as possible,” he added, and he really was a tyrannical bastard. “Not only would that benefit everyone involved, but it would also help quell any rumors of the romance not being real.”

“Considering that my extracurricular activities are no secret, I seriously doubt that anyone is going to believe that Aurora Marchetti and I have been dating,” I drawled out.

“We’ll call it love at first sight,” he easily replied, an idiotic grin on his face.

“Yeah, because that’s believable,” I deadpanned.

With the grin dropping from his lips, my father regarded me seriously. “Despite how this union has come about, I expect you to treat it as a real marriage, syn.”

Now, while some people might assume that him calling me son was an endearing thing, it wasn’t. He only called me and my brother son when he was trying to drive a point home. For the most part, Aleksei Korolev didn’t have an affectionate bone in his body when he was acting as Pakhan, which he was doing now.

“I’m very aware of how serious my vows will be, Pakhan,” I said, letting him know that I saw right through him.

Ignoring that, he said, “While we’re both in this for the greater good, I cannot see Roman Marchetti comfortable with his only daughter being mistreated.”

I straightened my back, my chin going up. “Because you think that there’s a serious chance of her being mistreated?”

“No,” he replied evenly. “I just thought that it was worth remarking on.”

“Well, don’t,” I told him. “I’m thirty-five, not thirteen. I don’t need a lecture on how to treat women, Otets.”

He smirked, knowing that I only called him father when I was being a facetious little shit. While I had a tremendous amount of respect for my father as Pakhan, I was still his son and knew a side to him that only me, my brother, and my mother were privy to. I knew the man who used to stay up with us, teaching us about the stars whenever we were sick.

“I will inform Roman of your acquiescence and leave it up to you to let your brother know,” he said, and that gave me pause.

“Why would Kasimir need to know?”

“Because with the others attempting to create an alliance, it would not be wise for all of us to be gathered in one place,” he answered. “So, Kasimir will act as your witness in my stead.”

Now, because nothing would be gained by pointing out how it also wouldn’t be wise for the two Korolev heirs to be gathered in one place, I said nothing. If my father felt that his life was more important than mine or my brother’s, then nothing that I could say or do would change that. However, as the Korolev Pakhan, I understood why he would see it that way. After all, even at the age of sixty-five, my father was still capable of producing more offspring. Granted, there’d be a lot of safety concerns for my mother, but that’s what surrogates were for.

“And when do I get to meet my new bride?” I asked, getting back to the topic at hand.

“A week from Saturday,” he answered. “On your wedding day.”

“On my wedding day?” I echoed.

“We don’t want to tip off the others by continuously meeting up with the Marchettis,” he explained, and it made sense, even if it was rather...corporate.

“Very well,” I said before standing from my seat. “I’ll make sure that everything is ready before then.”

“I’ve no doubt that you’ll do me proud, Viktor,” he stated unnecessarily.

“Anything for the family, Pakhan,” I replied like a dick.

“Anything for the family, Sovietnik,” he echoed like a man without doubt.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5
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Aurora~

“You don’t have to do this.”

It was the morning of my wedding to Viktor Korolev, and my brothers were still trying to talk me out of it, something that I appreciated more than they could ever know. Their insistence was constant proof that I had made the right decision. They were more than willing to go to war if it meant keeping me out of the enemy’s bed, and I was more than willing to dance with the devil if it kept them out of harm’s way. Honestly, a girl could do worse than having these two for brothers.

“Except that it’s already done,” I pointed out, looking over at Santino.

“It’s not done until you’ve said your vows,” he countered.

I let out a deep sigh as I looked between my two brothers. Though we’d had a huge family dinner last night, they’d both been astute enough to keep their comments to themselves while in my father’s presence. So, because siblings had a different kind of relationship from their parents, they had come over first thing this morning to try to talk me out of marrying Viktor.

“And what about Papa’s word?” I asked. “What about that?”

“Papa’s a born politician,” Stefano replied. “He can come up with something reasonable to save you from having to marry Korolev.”

“And the Capos?” I looked between them again. “Would that all really have been for nothing?”

Now, while no one would outright defy the Marchetti Don, after I had agreed to marry Viktor, Papa had called a meeting to announce the news of the alliance, and it’d gone just as you would have expected it to. Even with both of his sons and our Consigliere, Bruno Calvi, supporting my father wholeheartedly, a few of the Capos had argued against the alliance, and the meeting had lasted over five damn hours.

Granted, the ones who had argued against it hadn’t been family, which had been expected up to a point. For the most part, anyone who held a position of power within the family was blood related. My father had been raised with two younger brothers, but their young and hotheaded ways had found them both into early graves, leaving my father to mentor their sons through their growing years.

As for Bruno, he was one of my father’s cousins through their mothers, but they’d been raised as brothers, and that bond had only strengthened after my father had lost both of his brothers. In fact, I couldn’t remember a time when Bruno hadn’t been in the picture, and if anything were to ever happen to my father, I had no doubt that Bruno would step up to ensure that our family’s legacy continued to thrive.

At any rate, the meeting had been a rough one, even though, in the end, my father’s orders had been respected. Once my father had assured them all that nothing would be changing other than my address, the grumbles had lessened and an agreement had been reached by all.

“Who cares about two or three disgruntled Capos?” Santino scoffed. “They’re aware of what will happen if they don’t fall in line.”

“Plus, what of Marco and Georgio?” Stefano asked. “I mean, to leave your guards behind is insane.”

Now, while I wasn’t one to form sentimental attachments, Marco had been assigned to me from the day that I’d been born, and Georgio had joined him once I had turned eighteen. As a minor, I’d been surrounded by enough family that only one guard had been sufficient enough. However, once I’d grown into adulthood, I’d needed two guards to cover the twenty-four-hour shifts. The only time that I hadn’t had them with me was whenever I’d been asleep or on a high-profile mission. Those kills had all been done as a one-man show...or one-woman show, I supposed.

As for their protective orders, the condominium building that I lived in was owned by my father, and so only Marchetti ‘family’ members resided in the apartments, my guards living right next door to me on the same floor.

That was also another thing that I’d had to consider. Since I had no idea what kind of husband Viktor Korolev was going to be, I had no idea if I was still going to be able to work for my father, or how often I’d be back in Marchetti territory. However, to play it safe, I planned to keep my condo as it was, packing only my clothing and toiletries. While I had a few electronics that I’d like to take with me, my home computer and laptop were both full of Marchetti family business, and I was not about to take anything that important into the lion’s den with me.

“You know very well that the Russians would never allow two Italian guards to invade their territory,” I answered. “My guess is that Viktor will probably assign me one of their own.”

“And you’d trust him?” Santino practically squawked.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I replied pointedly. “The last thing that I’d ever do is trust any of them.”

“Then why marry Korolev?” Stefano challenged.

“As far as I’m concerned, it’s the lesser of the two evils,” I answered. “Plus, I’m hardly a weak damsel in distress. I can take care of myself, guys.”

“I still don’t like it,” Santino grumbled. “It...instead of protecting you, we’re feeding you to the wolves.”

“Which would be a problem if I weren’t a lioness,” I quipped.

“And what if this backfires on us?” Stefano posed. “What if you end up killing him for whatever reason?”

That got a laugh out of me. “Because I’m some kind of killing machine that’s out of control?”

“Let’s just say that you’re not exactly...meek,” Santino drawled out.

Looking between the two again, I said, “I’ve no plans on killing my new husband, and if we’re both doing this for the common good, then I doubt that he’ll be doing anything that will make me want to kill him. Honestly, I don’t see why we can’t just live separate lives once the vows are said. I can’t see Viktor Korolev being any more thrilled than I am at being stuck together.”

Santino’s eyes narrowed a bit. “You might have a point.”

“You can say what you want, but my vote is still no,” Stefano said, sounding very much like a petulant child.

When my brothers had arrived earlier, I’d been in the kitchen, preparing some morning tea, and we’d all been sitting in my kitchen since then. So, I got up from my seat, then walked over to Stefano, and as soon as I was close enough, my brother grabbed me, then pulled me into his arms, something that he’d never do in public.

Santino wasn’t saying anything, letting Stefano have his moment, and I knew that these two would always just be one phone call away, no matter the consequences that might come with that one phone call. If they were willing to go to war to prevent me from an unwanted marriage, then I could only imagine what they’d be willing to do if the
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





