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      For Emerald, my shining star

      

      Never doubt that you deserve the very best.

      Demand it every single day.

      You are so much more amazing than you think.
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      Adriana’s stuck between a rock and a very hard, very dangerous place. It’s not the first time she’s ever been in trouble, but it is the worst.

      

      When her twin sister calls and tells her she’s going to be killed unless Adriana surrenders herself in half an hour, she figures she doesn’t have much to lose.

      

      But Adriana has no idea how much excitement her future holds, or whose protection she’s about to awaken.

      

      The scrappy fighter who has vowed never to date or marry is about to meet her match in the highest horse-shifter in existence—the displaced Czar of Russia himself, Alexei Romanov.
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      Fight or flight.

      The experts say that humans experience one or the other under stressful circumstances. As a female who weighs less than 6 stone, I should really have learned to run. It’s not like I’m equipped to take out mean men who are twice my size.

      But my twin sister got all the flight response.

      Mom always says I’m fifty pounds of dynamite in a five-pound bag, and I don’t have a very long fuse, either. I just wish I was more like a thousand pounds of dynamite in a hundred-pound bag. Then maybe I’d have blown another way out.

      My stepfather really caused everything. If he hadn’t been so unbearably gross, I never would have felt compelled to move out of my mom’s apartment. Leaving home meant that I needed to find another place to live, and being on your own is expensive. It’s worse when you have no education or skillset, other than riding. It didn’t leave me a lot of options.

      My sister’s best friend gave me two horses who weren’t good at jumping, and I used them to run races, earning money more often than not. At first it was enough, but as bills began to pile up, I needed a bigger win.

      To make enough, I needed more money than I had, so I borrowed it. But then. . .I didn’t win. I lost. And then I was really in a bind. I kept paying things forward, staying a half step ahead of where I needed to be all the time.

      Until I wasn’t.

      The first time I met Nojus, I thought he was cute. He had a little-boy air about him. I must have been delusional, because the second time we met, when I had to tell him I didn’t have his money, he was busy gutting someone when I walked through the door. I nearly lost my breakfast, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell him the truth. I lied and said it had been stolen. I think he knew, but he gave me an extension with outrageous interest, which would double the amount due. It felt better than being gutted, at least.

      Only, now, almost a year later, after throwing a race to cover some of the compounding interest, he basically owns me.

      All he has to do if I stop listening to him, aside from kill me, is hand in his evidence of my criminal activity to the policija. Which is how he’s been able to use me to run his errands, threaten people in higher positions where the more obvious goons could never sneak through, and dig up information from people who would never talk to him.

      Even so, I’m way past the grace period.

      And I’m still broke.

      “Adriana.” Nojus’s hand strokes the top of my head and my heart hammers.

      I can’t help looking around desperately for anything I might be able to use to defend myself. Why didn’t I bring something? Oh, right. Because the second I pulled anything out, one of his men would just shoot me.

      It’s not like I even know how to use a gun.

      “You still haven’t repaid me.”

      “I’ve done you a lot of services.”

      “None of that discharged your debt.” His hand slides down my jaw slowly and hooks beneath my chin. “I’ve told you what you can do.” He lifts my face toward his. “I can’t figure out why you keep refusing. It’s making me self-conscious, to be honest. Do you not find me attractive?”

      He makes me want to claw my own nails down my face until I’m so hideous no one would ever look at me. He reminds me so much of Mārtinš, my stepfather, that the thought of him touching me makes bile rise up in my throat.

      “I vowed years ago never to date, never to fall in love, and never to marry. You’ve met my stepfather. You know why.”

      “What I know,” Nojus says, “is that I’m right here, telling you that you can pay me back, or you can die. Isn’t breaking a promise better than dying?”

      My hand itches to slap him, but I doubt my jujitsu classes will do much for me in this situation. Seeing that he’s got at least six men in the next room, I know that even if I beat him, I’ll still lose. “My sister has a new boyfriend,” I finally say, my voice trembling. “She just won a huge jumping contest. It’s why I was already here in Riga when you called.”

      “And?” His hand slides across my shoulder.

      I need to think about something else. Anything else. If I can’t distract myself, I’ll punch him. Or I’ll puke. Either one will likely get me killed.

      “If you let me go talk to her, I’ll come back with your money.”

      “You think your crippled sister’s boyfriend is just going to give you half a million euros?” His laughter grates on my ears. “What an optimistic slut you are.” Without warning, he slaps me across my face, sending me sprawling across the floor. The rubber band holding my hair back snaps and it falls loose across my face.

      I welcome the violence. It’s much easier to handle than the misery-inducing caresses.

      “You have one hour. If you’re not back here by then, I’ll send my men to either collect you or kill you, Adriana. You’ll be given the choice, but I really hope they collect you.” His hand drops to his crotch and he rubs, his eyes on mine.

      I drop my eyes so he can’t see how disgusting I find him. Few people in this world are worse than Mārtinš, but Nojus, the Lithuanian arms dealer who supplies the criminals on the eastern side of Latvia, might be one of them.

      “One hour. Don’t forget to keep this with you.” He sets one of his burner phones in front of me. “I’d hate to have to add the cost of locating you to your already increasing debt. You might never repay it, even between the sheets.”

      Not showing him how repulsive I find him is hard, but Nojus is notoriously fickle. The last thing I need is to tick him off before I can even beg Grigoriy to save me. I’ve barely reached the street outside when an unknown number calls my regular cell phone. I’m pretty sure I know who it is. It must be either Mirdza or Kristiana, calling from the arena. After all, when Nojus called me, I basically threw Blanka’s reins at Kris and ran.

      Mirdza’s probably furious.

      She just made a huge comeback, the likes of which I never imagined she could, and not only did her boyfriend not go to see it, our mother skipped, too. Then her lousy sister ran away and left her instead of celebrating. I’d be super duper ticked.

      Maybe she’ll forgive me. My twin sister’s nothing like me.

      She’s the one everyone loves. The one people want to be like. The one people want to help. She’s also the reason Kristiana gave me the starter horses, and without them, I’d never even have been able to race. I should be grateful to have a sister like her. I know I should. I’m the worthless sack of crap, and I’m the one always taking, taking, taking, but for some reason that knowledge just makes me angrier.

      Every time I think about Mirdza, I’m overcome with the same guilt. The guilt I’ve always carried around. She’s crippled because of me. I should’ve stepped in to help her—I’m the fighter—or help my mother, or call the authorities, or. . .well, anything. I should’ve done something, but instead, I ran.

      Her life was forever wrecked because of me.

      Until Mr. Handsome Prince showed up, I guess. He seems willing to cut the world in pieces and run it through a blender for her if she just mentions she’d like an earth smoothie. When she moves around a room, his eyes track her every movement. It’s like he’s a magnet, but instead of tracking north, he tracks Mirdza.

      I know Aleksandr’s rich. I hear Grigoriy is, too. He’s a prince, for heaven’s sake, or he says he is. He must have money. Is there any chance she might be able to get. . .but half a million euros? How could I even ask her for that?

      And there’s no one who can come up with that much in an hour.

      Just before the call’s about to go to voicemail, I swipe to answer. “Hello?”

      “Kristiana,” she says. “It’s me, Mirdza.” It’s definitely her, but why’s she calling me Kristiana? She didn’t stutter or stammer or correct herself. And she doesn’t sound upset that I left, either.

      What’s going on?

      “Thank goodness you’re calling.” I open my mouth to force the words out—to ask her for money. Maybe I can drill down to the final amount later, after she’s agreed to talk to Grigoriy. I’m going to have to tell her the reason, and that makes me want to scream. I wonder how much he might be able to come up with before my deadline is here. What do banks let you withdraw, assuming he has it?

      “The men you were worried about have taken me after all, just like Aleksandr thought they might,” she says.

      What? What men?

      Before I can ask, she plows ahead. “But you’re the one they want, Kris. Not me.”

      Whoa, she knows I’m not Kris. She wants me to get a message to Kris, clearly. But why didn’t she just call Kris? Or why not just tell me what’s going on?

      Someone must be listening.

      “Okay.” My mind finally wraps itself around what she said. Those men Aleksandr was worried about. . .took her?

      My brain rebels against the thought. I deserve to be taken, beaten, whatever. But not Mirdza. She’s never done anything bad ever. How dare Aleksandr and Kristiana endanger her life?

      “They want you to come to the following address in the next half hour.” She pauses, thankfully, and I flip the phone to speaker so I can enter the address she reads into the notes app. My heart was beating fast before, but now I’m probably close to the heart attack range.

      I need to get to this place in the next half hour. . .or what?

      “But you know me,” Mirdza continues. “I hate the idea of someone trading themselves to save me as much as I hate Polish sausages. I’ve never wanted any, and I don’t want you to show up in the next thirty minutes, either.”

      Polish what?

      I remember it, then. The stupid code she made up after Mārtinš nearly killed her. Something about Polish sausages means I’m supposed to call the police.

      But she said she hates them, and that she doesn’t want any. Then she told me not to come. Does she mean to tell the cops, but not to go?

      It hits me then, why she’s calling me and not Kristiana. I really am a moron. I should’ve known from the start. If she called her best friend, Kris would rush to her side. The men would kill them both. Even if they released Mirdza, they’d definitely kill Kris. She said it herself.

      My sister’s a total martyr—she’d trade herself for someone else in a heartbeat. Actually, I’m probably the only person she could be one hundred percent sure would pick myself. Which means she’s sending Kris and Aleks a message. . .through me. She won’t want me to share it until the time has passed.

      “If you don’t come alone,” a man’s voice says, “we’ll kill her.”

      A chill shoots up my spine. This man sounds worse than Nojus.

      “If you’re late, we’ll kill her.” The man hangs up.

      With shaking hands, I look up the distance to the address and find out that, shockingly, it’s not that far away. If I take a cab and run, I’ll have a little time. I stop at the local post office, scrawl out a hasty note, and mail my own phone to our apartment at Liepašeta.

      I was never going to get the money.

      Part of me knew that already. There’s also no way I was going to repay Nojus in the way he wanted. Since I was clearly doomed to die today, I may as well do it for a good cause.

      I’m terrified as I march into the park where the men told me to go. My heart’s racing. My palms and pits are sweaty. My head’s throbbing from dehydration, too much panic, and the incessant darting of my eyes, looking for the horrible mastermind who wants Kris and didn’t mind kidnapping and threatening my sister to draw her out.

      What do they want with Kristiana?

      I expect a dozen men in all black. I expect knives and guns and flinty eyes. I don’t know what kind of people Kristiana pissed off—or maybe it was her husband who made them mad. They’re probably Russians, right? The Russian mafia? Maybe Aleksandr borrowed money, too. That would be rich, if I get killed for the same thing I did, only by someone else’s mob boss. Won’t Nojus be shocked when he can’t rape me? I hope he finds out that I’m dead—I want him to be deprived of the satisfaction of doing it himself.

      Or maybe he’ll spend several years and thousands of dollars searching for me. That would be even better.

      As I glance at my watch, I realize that if I can just delay whoever it is that comes for Kris for twenty minutes or so, Nojus’s lackeys should show up to collect me. That might be interesting.

      And of course, as always, the second I see a glimmer of hope. . .I start to make a plan.

      The people who wanted Kris here will be strong. Powerful. Probably scary looking. And I have no idea why they want Kris. Mirdza knew something, which means Kristiana would have an inkling of who they are. Other than dealing with her dad’s gambling, her life was pretty blasé before she got engaged.

      Plus, Mirdza said, ’like Aleksandr thought they might.’ It has to be related to him. He’s Russian, so the guys will likely be Russian. It’s probably about money. Everything is, at its most basic.

      I start watching people intently as they move around the park.

      No one’s wearing black. No one’s carrying any weapons I can make out. No one even looks very ominous.

      Actually, there aren’t really any scary men.

      There’s a woman leading her two young children. A lady carries a bag of groceries as she briskly walks past. There’s a teenage kid with a dog. And there’s one man, talking on a cell phone. He’s wearing a bright blue scarf, he has hair so dark that it’s almost black, and when he looks up at me, his eyes exactly match his scarf. I mean, sure, he’s wearing a dark suit, but it’s like Dior or something.

      No mobster would ever wear what he’s wearing.

      Plus, he’s drop-dead gorgeous. Like a print ad model for Calvin Klein, or a movie star here on holiday. He smiles, and even though I never date and have no intention to ever change, I still swoon a little.

      I can’t help smiling back.

      A moment later, he hangs up his call and stands. Then he strolls toward me. I mean, this happens sometimes. I’ll meet some stranger’s eye, and he’ll approach me. Then he always asks for my number. I may be a mess, but like Mirdza’s bestie, I’m blonde, thin, and pretty.

      It’s just a really bad time to deal with this sort of thing.

      I’d hate for the beautiful stranger to get caught in the crosshairs of my surrender. I glance at my watch and realize it’s now only five minutes until Nojus’s deadline, and the stranger’s a few paces away and closing.

      “What’s your name?” he asks, and his accent is Russian.

      It can’t be the bad guy, right? There’s no scar on his face. He doesn’t look like the henchmen that people like Nojus order around. Nothing about him sends me danger vibes. Even so, when I answer, I say, “Kristiana Liepa.”

      Just in case.

      When he stands there, half-smiling, I feel like I should warn him off.

      “I’m dating someone,” I say. “Sorry.”

      “I know,” he says. “I wish I could give Aleksandr my regards. Maybe someday soon.”

      Turns out, I was wrong. My villain-radar sucks.

      But how could this man be the one threatening my sister? He looks like he could be mugged by a Backstreet Boy with a pair of safety scissors. I’m suddenly much more worried about the men Nojus is sending, and annoyed by the fact that I mailed my cell phone to myself with a dramatic note.

      “Is this some kind of prank?” I ask. “Because Mirdza⁠—”

      “I just told my men to release her.” He tilts his head sideways, examining me. “You’re taller than I thought from the press images after winning the Grand National. And have you gained a bit of weight?”

      This guy’s rude, too. “Now, listen here.”

      “Oh, I’m delighted to listen to anything you care to say,” he says. “You’re really a marvel to me, you know. When the men told me their powers just dissolved when they touched you, I thought they were lying. They’re creative in excusing their failures, you know, always have been. That’s the problem with people who were raised wealthy. They’re always full of excuses.”

      Raised rich? Kristiana grew up with money, too, but not like, Aleksandr levels of it.

      “What did you want to tell me?”

      I decide to tread lightly. Maybe he has men stationed where I can’t see them, in the buildings all around the park or something. He looks like a trust baby that people might report to about things.

      “Why did you want me when your problem’s with Aleksandr?” There. That’s a good question. Maybe he’ll tell me something I can use.

      “My problem isn’t with Aleksandr. It’s with someone named Baba Yaga, if I have a problem with anyone, but even she did us all a huge favor.” He gestures at the bench.

      I think he might be insane.

      If the men following him are also crazy, that would explain their threats. No one was really in trouble, but when someone threatens you, it’s hard to realize that. Especially Mirdza. She’s been afraid of everything and everyone since the Mārtinš incident. Once you start running, it’s hard to stop.

      “Baba Yaga? Are you serious?”

      When he smiles, he looks even prettier than I realized he could. “You don’t believe me?” He sighs. “It’s a shame that the revolution I started created so many complete zealots, but when you light a match, it’s hard to control the flames entirely. They burned so many things that we really should have kept.”

      Revolution? Fire? What’s he saying?

      “Here’s the thing, Kristiana. I’m genuinely worried that you pose a threat to me. So while you arouse my curiosity, I think I’m probably safer just killing you.”

      The idea that this fop might kill me is laughable.

      Then again, he thinks I’m Kristiana. She hasn’t trained in martial arts. She hasn’t thrown a high-stakes horse race, or cut off someone’s finger when they were groping her. Luckily, that stunt made Nojus laugh—he was actually angrier at his man for doing it than he was at me for defending myself.

      He always thought I’d come around to wanting him, and he wanted to keep me pure.

      As if my thoughts summon them, his men show up right then—early. I’m actually impressed to see that he sent a dozen men. I’ve met all but three of them, and the ones I’d met are all reasonably competent. The others look like kids who probably tagged along to learn something.

      “Who are they?” the print model asks. “I thought Aleks might be somewhere near—hoped he would be, if I’m being honest—but it didn’t occur to me that he’d hire goons to come after me.” He laughs and it’s surprisingly melodic. “What’s the point?”

      “Who are you?” I ask. “Aleksandr doesn’t know.”

      “I’m Leonid Ivanovich, the true heir to the Russian throne. My great, great, great, great-grandfather was locked up by the Romanovs when they stole my family’s throne. Your darling boyfriend Aleksandr was Alexei’s best friend, and Grigoriy was always following them around too. If they’d just sworn to me a hundred years ago, things wouldn’t have gotten nearly as nasty.”

      Oh, no. He’s a raving lunatic.

      He may be gorgeous, but I’ve learned that sometimes lunatics are the scariest people of all.

      “We have a chance here to set things aright, five hundred years late, but better late than never, right?”

      “Five hundred years late?”

      He stands. “I’d rather kill you than deal with another bloody battle. I mean, they both sound fun, but the battle’s slower and the end result won’t change.”

      “She’s coming with us,” Nojus’s second-in-command says. He’s tall, he’s stupid, and his Latvian is terrible. He usually keeps things pretty short, which is his best quality.

      “She’s definitely not.” Leonid glances back at me. “They’re with you? Really?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t like them. They’re here to kill me too, though, so maybe you have more in common than you think.”

      “You want to kill her?” Leonid’s eyebrows rise. “Really?”

      The men glare. About half of them don’t speak Latvian. Lithuanian’s similar, but I can only catch snatches of it here and there. I’m guessing it’s the same for them.

      “You’re talking too fast, and your accent is too heavy. They don’t understand you,” I say.

      “You’re positive they want you dead?” Leonid asks.

      I nod.

      He sighs. “This is tedious, and I hate doing things out in the open like this.” He glances around slowly, starting in the east. There’s a popping sound and sparks fall from a camera mounted on the side of the brick building. Then he looks to the west, and the same thing happens to a traffic camera on a light post. Again, and again, ten little rounds of pops and sparks, all of them disabling recording devices.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Do you really not know?” Leonid looks even more annoyed now.

      “She comes with us,” Nojus’s cousin says. He’s smaller, but he’s covered in tattoos from head to toe. I’ve always thought he was one of the scarier lackeys. He’s also really handy with a switchblade.

      “Yes, you’ve said,” Leonid says. “And now that I’ve made sure—” He cuts off with a grimace and there’s a spark and a shout from a man standing on the closest corner. “Move along, loser!” Leonid waves, and the man actually scampers away.

      “Okay, now that we’re finally not being filmed, I can eliminate one more nuisance.” He lifts his hands, and all twelve men are suddenly engulfed in flames.

      I can barely believe what I’m seeing.

      They’re screaming and stumbling and the smell. I do retch, right over the side of the bench.

      “Burning people alive is so messy and disgusting, but honestly, I did not expect this of Aleksandr.” He sighs. “So what’s his plan, then? He just sent you here like a sacrificial lamb to be roasted?”

      “No,” I say. “I’m not a lamb.”

      “Oh, no?” Leonid smiles.

      There are a dozen men who are literally burning into piles of ash behind him, and he looks like he’s forgotten all about them.

      “Tell me, then. Why was he okay with sending you here alone like this, with just a few helpless, walking firewood sticks as company?”

      “Those men weren’t sent by Aleks,” I say. “They were coming to kill me, because I owe a very bad man a lot of money.”

      “Wait.” Leonid looks truly baffled. “If you owe someone money, why hasn’t Aleks taken care of it?”

      “For someone who seems to think he knows everything,” I say, “you’re not very smart.”

      When his eyes flash, it occurs to me that I should not be baiting him. What’s wrong with me? Why do I always take swings at lions?

      “I’m not even Kristiana, you idiot.” Hopefully it’s been long enough that Mirdza’s safe. I think about telling them that I’m Mirdza’s criminal sister, but then I realize that doing that would just lead them right back to Mirdza. The longer it takes them to figure out who I am, the better her chance of actually escaping. “I’m just a patsy she paid to show up today.” I glance around. “And judging from what I’m seeing? She didn’t pay me nearly enough.”

      Leonid does not look pleased, but he says, “Come with me.”

      And I do.

      My options appear to be following him or becoming a pile of ashes. Not much in the way of robust choices.
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      When I was a kid, my mom used to try to make me and Mirdza eat our vegetables. For my sister, she’d threaten. If my twin didn’t eat the turnips or beets or cabbage, Mom wouldn’t give her anything else. Mirdza sometimes fought for a few minutes. Once she refused for an entire hour—she really hated beets as a small child. But eventually, she’d cave and shove the stuff down.

      Eventually, Mom gave up on ever making me eat turnips.

      She realized that, even at the age of three, if I didn’t want to do something, nothing she did, nothing she threatened, and no wait, however long, would ever change my mind. I’d rather starve than eat those turnips.

      One thing I never did, however, was throw a tantrum.

      No, the child we knew who threw tantrums was Kristiana. She would initially argue with her mother or mine if something wasn’t to her liking, but if they held the line, she wouldn’t stubbornly insist like me. She rarely caved like Mirdza.

      Kristiana Liepa threw epic, monumental, break-your-eardrums tantrums, the likes of which I had never seen, not before or since.

      Until today.

      Leonid thought I was Kristiana, and now that I’ve confessed that I’m not, well. He doesn’t take it well. At first, only the trees in the park, the benches, and the parked cars nearby burst into flames. But as he stares at me, as his face darkens, more things begin to burn.

      The building across the street. The one next to it.

      People rush out of them into the main street and the alley beyond, and their screaming doesn’t even seem to faze him. His nostrils flare, and more cars explode and burn. His hands clench at his side, and two more shops burst into flame.

      I don’t usually feel much guilt, but in this instance, I’m making an exception. When I came here in Kris’s place, I figured I had nothing to lose. I was already as good as dead, and if I could spare Kris, who might actually help my sister when she’s in trouble, I should do it.

      But now?

      How many others will die because I came in her place? How many others will lose their shops, their homes, or their health? I shake my head. “Knock it off, you big baby.”

      “Why did you answer the phone and come to this place? My men clearly told me that Mirdza was ordered to call Kristiana.”

      I sigh. “Well, she didn’t. I’ve done some distasteful things for her in the past, so she called me instead, and now I see why.” I glance sideways, unsure which direction we could even move to avoid the gusts of blazing heat now billowing outward from all sides. “I’m thinking I should have demanded more money.” If I can get him to aim his anger at me, maybe he’ll kill me already and stop destroying other stuff.

      He scowls and another building explodes into flames. The electrical wire overhead pops and crackles and lightning bolts arc from it down to the ground.

      It’s very, very hard for me not to show how terrified I am.

      “You’re either very stupid, or you’re lying.” He crosses his arms. “And I mean to find out which.”

      An electric bolt from the power line arcs sideways and strikes me, and then everything goes dark.

      When I wake up, I’m in a small, square room with a concrete floor. There’s a drain in the center. There are two windows, but they’re both near the ceiling, and they’re very small. There’s a single lightbulb dangling from the ceiling, with a chain hanging down beside it. Presumably that would allow me to turn it on and off if I could reach.

      There’s a solid wooden door with an iron handle, and there’s nothing else in the room. I’m still wearing my clothing from earlier, including my jacket and long pants, but I’m now barefoot. Removing shoes is just prudent if you’re keeping someone against their will, probably, but knowing I can’t run bothers me. When I force myself to sit up, my head’s pounding, my back aches, and there’s a sharp pain in my shoulder. The fabric of my jacket is black there, so I’m guessing that’s where I got zapped.

      “Hello?” My voice is rough when I try to use it.

      No one answers.

      I clear my throat and try again with more force this time. “Hello!” I shove to my feet and circle the room, jostling the lock with no success. It’s not one that would be easy to pick. There’s a deadbolt above the knob, so even if I did manage to free the first mechanism, there’s no likelihood I’ll be able to open the door.

      It’s not my first time being locked up, and it probably won’t be my last, but it’s the first time I have no idea why I’m here or where I’m being held. I’m not claustrophobic, and I keep a level head in danger, so things could be worse. I wish I had something to throw. I’m guessing those windows lead to somewhere that someone’s actually on watch, so I doubt it would help in any case.

      “Hello!” I shout for another twenty minutes with no success, which is really a shame, because I have got to pee.

      “Alright,” I say. “I’m warning you. I’ve got to pee, and I can’t wait. I tried and tried, but I’m about to use this drain.”

      Now’s when we find out what kind of perverts we’re dealing with. I unbutton my pants, slide them down, and crouch over the drain. I mean, this isn’t exactly one of my finest moments, but it’s also not a low point in my life.

      Sadly.

      I’m actually a little disappointed when no one interrupts me. I’ve been around a lot of losers, and perverts might be the easiest to understand. After I shake dry as much as I can, I pull my pants back up—wherever we are, it’s chilly enough that I hurry—and sit in the corner, leaning against the rough, dirty wall.

      “Why can’t they ever hold hostages in clean rooms with en suite bathrooms?” I ask out loud, just in case they’re monitoring me from somewhere. “It’s not that I can’t handle a little discomfort. Sleeping on concrete isn’t going to break me, so would it really be so hard to toss a blanket and a pillow in here? A children’s potty training toilet would also be fine. Sheesh. They’re not even very expensive.”

      I go on like that, speaking nonsense, for another hour before I decide that no one’s monitoring me.

      It’s a little hard for me, as I watch the sun set. I’ve peed three times, but less and less each time. No one has brought food. No one has brought water. My throat’s dry—drier because of all the talking I stupidly did—and I’ve found not a single idea on which to formulate an escape. I don’t have any tools I can use to attack or disarm anyone who does enter. And I still know nothing more about what Leonid wanted, or why I’m even here.

      I’ve dozed off when the sound of the door rattling open wakes me. I shoot to my feet, blinking rapidly to clear my foggy brain.

      When the door does open, it’s not Leonid.

      “Who are you?” I can’t help glaring. “What do you want?”

      The man sets a few items on the ground and kicks them toward me. Two bottles of water. A prepackaged meal—crackers and cheese that kids usually eat at school. That’s it.

      No utensils.

      Nothing made of metal or even hard plastic.

      Sadly, Leonid’s hotheaded reaction before does not appear to have extended to his current treatment.

      “Who are you?” the man asks in Russian.

      Does that mean I’m in Russia now? I know Aleksandr’s from there. Unfortunately, my Russian isn’t especially good. Unlike Mirdza, I didn’t suck up to Mom unbearably. I spent most of my visits to Russia sulking and pretending I didn’t speak a word.

      I do know my Russian swearwords pretty well, so when I tell the guy where he can go and what he can do, I’m reasonably certain he understands. Even so, he’s half-smiling as he walks out the door.

      Four days pass like this, with only two meals being provided each day—both boxes of prepackaged crackers and cheese—and two water bottles. Nothing’s made available for my use other than the drain, and let me tell you. The room is not smelling its best.

      That’s actually what gives me the idea.

      I’m not able to do much about freedom from here. I’ve located no ways to escape and had no ideas of how to incapacitate my food delivery service. I’m not getting enough food, so I’m slowly weakening, day by day. It doesn’t bode well for my odds at escape, not unless I can change something major.

      I’ve imagined lots of ways I might die, but slowly starving to death in a hovel that might or might not be in Russia has never been on the list. It’s embarrassing, honestly. I mean, I don’t suffer from any delusions that I’m important, but I figured if I died, it would at least be in a blaze of glory.

      Seeing as someone has to come inside twice a day and give me food, and I’m assuming that at some point, someone is going to interrogate me, and since I’m already pretty gross. . .I decide to actively make it worse. What gives me the idea?

      It’s a little embarrassing to admit that the kids’ cartoon Finding Nemo is my inspiration. Those fish fouled up that tank and it had to be cleaned. I’m not going to escape as things are, but if someone has to get me out to rinse me off, maybe I’ll find some kind of way out. So I actively stop trying to rinse my poop down the drain. I pee in the corner. I smear my poop on the walls. All over myself.

      Which makes me gag.

      So I use the vomit too. It’s almost ten hours before I become so used to the smell that I stop suffering from it. I’m honestly having second thoughts about my plan when the man with the short-cut blond hair walks through the door. He doubles back immediately and drops the water and crackers, covering his nose and mouth with his hand. The swear words he uses in Russian are inventive, and I make a mental note of one combination in particular that I really might use next time I’m angry.

      “What did you do?” He lifts his head and peers around the corner, his eyes widening in alarm. “What—why would you⁠—”

      “My stomach.” I grab my belly and moan. “Sick. I sick.” My Russian’s not great, so I lean into my limitations. Plus, hopefully the more they think I can’t communicate, the more understanding they’ll be when I refuse to give them information.

      The man kicks the packaged cheese and crackers through the doorway, and then he shoves the water bottles, too. He closes the door again so quickly that I wonder how tough he can possibly be. I mean, sure, it smells, but really, it’s not that big of a deal. I’ve been in here all day.

      But an hour later he’s back, and he’s carrying a blindfold, a pair of handcuffs, and a rope.

      Jackpot.

      He blindfolds me, cuffs me, and ties the rope in a noose around my neck. “Don’t try anything weird.”

      “Leonid’s letting me out for a walk?” I ask in Latvian. “How generous.”

      I can’t see, but I can feel, and I don’t have to walk very far before the concrete turns into hard-packed dirt. Blondie shoves me from behind, and I fall to my knees. I hear the squeaking of a water valve being turned on, and then I’m being sprayed.

      It’s not fun.

      The spray hits my back. My front. My face. My arms. Moving around is pointless, because he uses the neck noose to shift me the way he wants me regardless. Eventually, he deems me clean enough, and that’s when he turns me, rearranges my arms, undoes the handcuffs, positions me around a large metal pole, and redoes the handcuffs. Hugging a metal pole with a blindfold on isn’t exactly fun, but it’s also not so bad. I hear him head inside, his footfalls heading back the way we exited, the slithering sound of the hose dragging along behind him. Then I hear the same whooshing noises—he’s clearly spraying out the inside of my terrible cave-room. I hope he leaves the unopened crackers and cheese in there. Maybe now that it’s cleaner in there, I’ll be able to choke them down.

      My belly growls in approval.

      When you’re getting six or seven hundred calories a day, you really can’t afford to miss any of them. Puking up this morning’s breakfast didn’t help much with my calorie deficit. While he’s in there, I manage to shift my blindfold enough to look around. We’re out in the country—I can’t even see a neighbor. Pastures with small copses of pine and elm trees as far as I can turn—and the room I’ve been kept in is inside a very small, very run-down hut. It looks like a shepherd’s cottage. There’s a small chimney on top, and there’s a run-down split rail fence circling part of the yard.

      The fact that it has water feels a bit like a miracle, but other than the spigot with the attached hose, we could be standing in this same spot a hundred years ago, right down to the wash basin and washboard with the clothesline strung up next to it. The string’s broken and dangling, but someone lived here at some point.

      The state of this place is both good and bad. My captors clearly aren’t staying onsite. They may not even have Wi-Fi and monitoring set up, but there’s also no one out here to hear me or see me and offer help.

      When I hear footsteps shifting back in my direction, I use the pole to shove my blindfold back down, and I lean my head against it.

      Super tired captive. Nothing to see here.

      “You get back inside,” he says in Russian.

      I rattle my hands against the pole as loudly as I can, not willing to admit that I understand what he said, but answering his unasked demand.

      He’s rough undoing my handcuffs, like he’s worried that if he’s nice, I’ll make a break for it. I’m not that stupid. I have no money, no shoes, and no idea where I am or where I might go. Running now, when he’s holding a rope around my neck and standing right next to me? That’s something a particularly stupid horse might do.

      I’m not quite that dumb.

      He’s barely marched me back to the cell and removed my blindfold when I hear the sound of a vehicle outside, idling near the hut. It’s probably parking. The tension in the lines of the face of the man who has been bringing me food tells me it’s his boss.

      Sure enough, when the newcomer finally clomps his way through the door, it’s Leonid.

      “Why’s the room wet?” He’s glaring, but not at me, and he’s using Russian, presumably because he’s not addressing me.

      “She got sick or something,” the blond man says in Russian. “The room smelled really bad.”

      Leonid arches one eyebrow. “You’re sick?”

      I shrug.

      “I know your name, girl. We looked up the number that your friend dialed, and it’s owned by an Adriana Strelkova. You must be Mirdza’s sister.”

      “So?”

      “Why did she call you instead of Kristiana?”

      I don’t answer.

      “I’m going to send a message to Mirdza, telling her that if she values your life, she’ll⁠—”

      Now I’m laughing.

      “What?” Leonid frowns.

      “That’s a huge waste of time. She called me because she doesn’t value my life,” I say. “I just look like Kris. Even though I’m her sister, trust me. She won’t care what happens to me.”

      It’s a bluff, but I need him to believe it. Because if Mirdza trades her life for mine now, then all this will have been a complete waste. My one good act will have been wasted.

      Leonid studies my face as if he’s evaluating my words.

      “In a million years, Mirdza never thought I’d be selfless enough to show up. But she’d also never trade me for Kristiana. Trust me. I’m not the leverage you want.”

      Leonid paces, which can’t be very satisfying in such a small room.

      “Tell me why you want Kris, and I can help you figure out how to get what you really want.” I only allow myself a half smile. I’m sitting in the corner of a concrete room, sopping wet—I don’t have a lot of options in terms of pressuring this man, but a knowing smile sometimes helps. “You want her fiancé? Does he owe you money? Or do you have some kind of grudge against him?”

      “This isn’t about Aleksandr.” Leonid scowls. “Tell me how to separate Kristiana from her boyfriend so I can bring her here.”

      Oh, shoot. “You may as well give up. Now that you’ve kidnapped me and Mirdza, nothing on earth will convince Aleksandr to let Kris out of his sight. That guy’s crazy.”

      “That’s not good news for you.” Leonid drops into a crouch, his head not much higher than mine. “Because if you have nothing to offer, we have no reason to keep you around.”

      “That’s true,” I say.

      “You have one day to think of a way to be helpful to me,” he says. “If you don’t have any ideas for me tomorrow, good ideas, I’ll dispose of you and spare Boris any more of his time.”

      With a threat like that, I have absolutely nothing to lose.

      And that’s when I do my finest work.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      At least I’m learning new things here.

      For instance, today I’ve learned that there’s a delicate balance, when you’re eating under seven hundred calories a day, between how much poop to smear on yourself, and how much to spread around the room. If I spread too much around, I run the risk that Boris won’t hose me down at all. If I spread too much on myself, he may not need to clean the room. For my half-baked plan to have even the slightest possibility of working, Boris absolutely has to take me outside and leave me.

      As I’m working on my plan, I realize that my life has reached an all-time low. It’s probably not surprising, though. I mean, I’m not a good person.

      My twin’s a good person. She goes to church every week. She prays for people. She steps in when there’s danger, even when it means she’s at risk herself. She stands up for the little guy, even though she’s small herself. Even after she got injured, badly, she kept right on doing good things. She taught children to ride. She offered discounts to the people who couldn’t pay. She stood up for my mother, and she’s a stalwart and steadfast friend. If she were here, there would be loads of people who wanted to find her.

      She’s probably the only person looking for me.

      If she were to get down on her knees and pray, that prayer would probably come easy to her. She’d know just what to say, and God would probably see her as an old friend.

      Meanwhile, I’m like the bad kid at school who’s getting ready to ask the principal for help. The whole idea of praying, for me, is cringey. I mean, I’ve never thought there was a God, because if there is, he’s done nothing but ignore me at best. Cackle while I squirm at worse. First, my dad died. Then I got Mārtinš. People all around me got great stuff, lucky breaks, and rich boyfriends.

      And I get poop-smearing conundrums.

      Even so, my plan’s so flimsy that a light breeze would snap it, so I need any edge I can get. I crouch down on my feet, and I close my eyes, and for the first time in at least a decade, I pray.

      “Dear God. I have no idea whether that’s the right way to start a prayer, but that’s how I was told to write a letter, so you know. I’m only talking to you today because I’m in a bit of a mess. I know I’ve never really done anything for you. I haven’t been super grateful, and to be honest, I don’t like you very much. I haven’t had much luck, and I blame you for that. But I did try to help out my sister by coming in Kristiana’s place, even though that’s not what she wanted me to do.”

      I sigh.

      “Anyway, now I’m stuck here.”

      My knees hurt. It’s stupid, since all I’m doing is kneeling on rough concrete, but my knees are bony, and they’re completely miserable right now. Maybe I’m supposed to be miserable. In the churches I’ve seen, their pews are always made of solid wood. They look really uncomfortable. It could be part of this. We suffer in payment for our request? Is that it? If so, I can highlight my suffering a little.

      “Look, things are bad for me, okay? I’m starving, and I don’t know where I am, and if I were to give them a way to trap Kris, I’d probably get out of here, but I’d undo the tiny good thing I did that got me stuck here in the first place. Plus, they might just shoot me either way.” I groan. This prayer thing sucks. “So I guess here’s what I’m asking for. Rome wasn’t built overnight, and you already know that no matter how much I try, I’ll never be as good as my sister Mirdza. But, if you help me escape today, I promise that I’ll do three good things to make up for the help.”

      That seems like a pretty good offer. I’m not even asking for some kind of credit for the good thing I did to get in here.

      “What I need is this. First, I need that Boris guy to wash me off again, before he does the room. If Leonid comes with him, or if he just ignores the mess because his boss is going to kill me, I’m done for.” That’s item number one. “And second, and this is probably the biggest thing, I need to be washed off in the same place, and I need there to be an old clothespin there. Not one of those crappy, split wooden ones. It needs to have the little piece of wire that holds the two pieces of wood together. I need that little piece of metal, alright? Or you know, another small piece of metal like that.”

      I sigh.

      “And then, after that, if you could send someone—anyone—to drive past while Boris is cleaning down the room, that’d be great. I mean, I’m not sure how far I can get on foot, and I’m pretty sure Boris would just find me again, and then Leonid would probably incinerate me. So an escape truck or something would be ideal, but I’ll leave that up to you.”

      I stop there, because I’m starting to feel like I have less of a plan, and more of a desperate hope. Do I really think every single thing needs to be done by God? Sheesh.

      “Then again, I’m not asking for very much,” I say. “I mean, you’re God, right? And I’ve never asked for anything before. So, like, in the grand scheme of things, it’s pretty small stuff. And in return, I promise that the next three chances I have to help someone out, I’ll do it. No matter how hard it is for me, I’ll do the right thing when I have to choose. Alright?”

      It seems fair. God helps me out of here, and I help him three times.

      “Okay, so that’s my offer. If you help me with that stuff, I’ll assume you accepted it. And if not, well, maybe you’ll get to meet me sooner rather than later.” I look up then, and I open my eyes. “And if you can’t do those three little things for me, you should expect me to be pretty ticked off when we do meet. Brace yourself for that.”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have signed off with a threat.

      I bow my head. “Sorry. Amen.” I was a little late, but I remembered the sign off. Maybe that will help.

      And then it’s time to smear poop. Again, the smell makes me sick, which just gives me more material to work with. I try to make sure that part lands near the drain at least, like I’m aiming to do the right thing. But honestly, this whole thing is just one of the nastiest experiences of my life. I should have, like, spent my time recruiting some kind of special forces team to protect me in cases like this.

      Or, you know, figured out how to do magic.

      I think about those fire balls and electricity zaps. Were they real? Did I imagine them? Leonid seemed nasty, but perfectly normal yesterday. Boris sucks, but he doesn’t seem magical either. Could I have hallucinated the whole thing?

      Maybe he just. . .but no matter how many times I try to think of a way to imagine that what happened didn’t, I can’t block out the image of those men being burned into piles of ash. My heart’s already beating too fast when a car pulls up outside.

      Please be Boris. Please just be Boris.

      Either God loves me, or I got lucky, because it is Boris, with another box of crackers and cheese. He drops the water bottles and the box on the ground outside when he opens the door, and he swears up a storm again.

      “You must be kidding me.”

      I shrug. “I told you those are making me sick,” I say in Latvian. I toss my head at the discarded cracker box. “No toilet. No towels. No soap.” I shrug. “What did you want me to do?”

      Boris is fuming. He snatches the blindfold off the ground outside and storms into the room. I keep my head bowed, and I don’t fight him when he knots it way too tightly around my head. Ironically, even though it’s tighter than yesterday, I can see more out of the periphery, because the blindfold’s also rolled into a tighter, smaller ring.

      I trip and stumble when he drags me outside again, mostly so that he’ll think I’m pathetic and uncoordinated, but also partially because I am shaky. It’s been a week of virtually no calories and limited water. Even the twenty yards we travel feels like a long walk. He throws me to the ground this time, and I immediately start feeling around for anything that might be a clothespin.

      He’s spraying off my back when I find one.

      But it’s the bad kind. It’s nothing but one piece of wood, split up the middle. I mutter a curse and keep looking.

      “What are you doing?” Boris shifts the water off me.

      I freeze.

      “Are you trying to find a stick? Or maybe something harder?” He laughs. “I swept this area yesterday. You can’t think I’m that stupid.”

      I exhale slowly, as if I’m now resigned to the idea that I won’t be able to attack him.

      “Besides.” He walks closer. “A stick won’t help you.” His hand shifts—I can see it from the corner of my eye—and then he zaps my shoulder.

      Once, when I was five, I backed up into Kristiana’s mother’s electric fence around the property line. That made me jump like a shocked cat and shriek
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