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      Description

      Every beat of my heart is for her.

      I love her with everything I have. She was supposed to be mine. We had a future together.

      Until the Mafia decided she needed to die for another man’s sins.

      I’d burn New York City to the ground before I let them touch her, but they offered me a deal.

      Be their killer, and Serena will be safe.

      In the past five years, there wasn’t a second that I forgot what they stole from me.

      They think they’ve twisted my soul and shattered my dreams.

      They think they own me.

      They think they know the carnage I can cause.

      But when they go after her again, they’re opening up an endless sea of rage.

      The taste of Serena’s lips still lingers on my mouth, and they’re about to find out that there is nothing I won’t do to protect her.

      Buy Killer for Hire
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            Serena

          

        

      

    

    
      He said he’d always keep me safe.

      He told me everything would be okay in the end. He promised me that no matter what happened, we would face it together. Side by side. Hand in hand. Luca and Serena, us against the world. After everything we’ve been through, it was easy to think we could overcome all odds and emerge victorious together. Love conquers all, doesn’t it?

      He told me so. And I believed him.

      Is this cruel world going to make a liar out of the love of my life?

      Almost like an answer, the car jostles and thumps over a pothole in the road, causing the seatbelt to strain against my barely-pregnant belly. I instinctively lay my hands over my stomach. As though that might be enough to protect the child I’m carrying. As if I have any control over what happens to my baby and me anymore. A lump forms in my throat, aching as I force myself to swallow down another dry sob. I’m all cried out. In fact, I’m probably pretty dehydrated from crying for so long. How long, exactly, I’m not sure. Time stopped for me the moment that car bomb exploded. The hours stopped making sense when Nico threw Rafaela and me into his car and sped away from the scene of the crime.

      All I know is that I’ve been in a car—various cars, actually—for what feels like an eternity. Hours and hours, probably. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve switched off into a different car, with a different driver. I don’t know where I am or where I’m going. The scenery outside my window, dimly lit by streetlights and the crescent moon, all blends together into nothingness. I can’t make the world around me make sense, not without Luca by my side.

      He’s all I can think about. It feels like there’s a massive, gaping hole in my heart, and I can’t find the missing piece to make it complete again. I’m trying to figure out what led me to this moment. How the hell did I get here? Alone and afraid and broken-hearted? I’ve replayed the scene a thousand times in my head: the hail of bullets, the explosion, the flash of bright light, the smell of burning metal and rubber. Nico pushing me to the ground to shield me from attack. Rafaela sobbing. The screams of the crowd, the bodies dropping in the street.

      The sight of what used to be Luca’s car, now a mass of flame and smoke, shrinking smaller and smaller on the horizon in the rear view mirror as we drove away and left the man I love behind in the impossible wreckage. Not a single sign of life. Nothing at all to give me some tiny glittering bead of hope that Luca might have survived. I kept waiting for that sign, long after the burning car was out of sight. I expected Nico to assure me that Luca was just going to the hospital. That he was hurt, but alive.

      But it didn’t. Nothing happened. Nothing changed. That sign never came.

      Nico drove for a long while. Rafaela finally stopped crying and we rode in silence. I was too shocked to even speak, just staring down at my hands. The ring sparkling on my finger. After an hour or so, Nico spoke up. He informed me solemnly that he was taking me to a drop point, where I would be transferred to another vehicle for the next leg of my getaway journey. I didn’t even respond. There was nothing to say. Sure, I could have asked where they would take me, where I would end up, who was going to look after me, how long I would have to be gone. Was this going to be permanent? What would happen to the baby? Would we just start over? Begin a quiet new life somewhere far away, try to forget the horrors I’ve witnessed?

      But honestly? I didn’t care. Not then. Not right after watching the love of my life be devoured by greedy flames. Watching my whole heart, my future reduced to ash.

      I have hardly noticed the faces of the many men who have driven me all this way. There were so many pass-overs, so many cars... They’re trying to be secure, and every couple of hours, I have to shift from one vehicle to the next, in a daze.

      I haven’t even noticed which direction we’re going. I couldn’t tell you the make and model or even the color of the vehicles I’ve been traveling in for the past half-day or so. It doesn’t matter anyway. Wherever I end up, it’ll all be the same. Without Luca, there is no safe place to go. There is no hope anymore.

      I’ve stayed pretty much silent all this time, except for when necessity made me speak up and ask the driver to pull over so I could throw up. I don’t know if it’s pregnancy nausea or just my body reacting to the horrific scene I keep replaying in my head, but my stomach just won’t settle. I haven’t eaten for hours, and I’ve barely touched a drop of the bottled water Nico shoved into my purse before passing me onto the next driver. I know, deep down, eventually I will have to give in and start acting like a person again. If not for my sake, then for the baby’s sake. But right now, I just can’t bring myself to care.

      When these current drivers took me into their car, they made me turn my phone off just in case the Cleaners might somehow tap my phone or track it. But after a while, I surreptitiously turned it back on. The threat of being tracked down by the bad guys doesn’t scare me like it probably should. It seems more important to have my phone on. Just in case. I keep thinking my phone will buzz with a text message.

      Mia passerotta, not even death can take me from you.

      I swallow hard and check my phone for the hundredth time. Nothing. Of course.

      “Take this exit,” says the stocky guy in the passenger seat. The driver nods. I finally look out the window and catch a glimpse of the sun rising through the clouds. The sky is streaked pink and orange, casting a beautiful peachy glow over the highway, the trees lining the pavement. We’re crossing state lines, heading west, I think. Maybe south? Not that it matters.

      My stomach lurches again and I clap a hand over my mouth as I feel the bile rising up my throat. Ugh. Not again. I struggle to gain some composure for a moment, and then lean forward to tap the guy in the passenger seat on his muscular shoulder.

      “Sir,” I murmur, my voice sounding rough from the hours of crying. He turns to look at me with mild surprise, almost like he’s forgotten I’ve been back here the whole time. “Could you guys pull over somewhere? I think I’m gonna be sick again.”

      “You got food poisoning or somethin’?” he asks, raising an eyebrow. The driver reaches across the console to shove him on the arm.

      “She’s pregnant, you prick,” says the driver, his voice low and gruff. “Remember?”

      The stocky guy makes a face halfway between a grimace and a wince. “Oh. Well, what the hell do we want with a pregnant lady—”

      The driver reaches over and punches him in the arm before he can finish the sentence. I roll my eyes and rest my forehead against the window, trying not to vomit all over the swanky leather interior of this getaway car. The trees flashing by are making me feel sicker, my head spinning. I close my eyes and just try to focus on breathing slowly. In and out. In and out.

      After a few minutes of gradually slowing down, the vehicle pulls onto a shoulder and rolls to a stop. I hurriedly push open the door and run as fast as my cramped legs can carry me to the edge of where the woodsy brush begins to keel over and vomit. Once I’m done, I hobble weakly back to the car, finally use some of that bottled water to rinse my mouth out, and settle into my seat again. I click the seatbelt over my chest, a hand cradling my barely-there baby bump. As the car pulls back onto the road, the passenger-side guy turns around and offers me a stick of minty gum.

      “Might help ya feel a little less gross,” he says, shrugging. I take the gum thankfully.

      As I’m chewing it, I happen to glance up at the rear view mirror and notice the driver staring at me. As soon as we make eye contact, his eyes flick back to the road. Weird, but then again, I suppose it’s not every day these guys have to transport a random pregnant girl across state lines.

      Especially if they know what kind of shit I’m running from.

      It’s not like these Costa guys know how to comfort a grieving, emotional, hormonal woman. Stuff like this is probably not high on their list of priorities, and I can’t imagine their training prepares them for a situation like mine.

      A stupid thought pops up in my head: they’re more afraid of you than you are of them. If I wasn’t so depressed and numb, I might have laughed. But no sooner does this amusing thought appear than it disappears, and the image of Luca’s face, smiling down at me at the celebratory dinner table last night swims to the front of my mind.

      That handsome, strong face. Those sharp cheekbones. Those sensuous lips. Those olive-green eyes lit up with flames of love, burning brightly for me alone.

      Now a different kind of flame is burning. My eyes itch, wanting to cry but unable to pull any tears. There aren’t any left. I feel my cheeks going red, my heart skipping a beat and that pit in my stomach as I remember that I will never get to see those beautiful eyes again. He’s gone. Luca is gone, and I am all alone in the world.

      Well, not quite alone. Luca may have left me, swallowed up by the fire, but I’m still here and this baby needs to have at least one parent alive. I know it’s what Luca would want—for me to pull myself together for the sake of the child.

      It would shatter his heart to think of me just giving up, throwing in the towel.

      He would want me to be strong. This baby needs me to be strong. He or she is all that’s left of Luca in the world, and if I were to just let my grief take over instead of keeping a brave face and doing what I have to do for our kid, what kind of wife would I be?

      Sure, we never got to have a wedding. We were getting there. We thought we had time. Why in the world should we have expected things to fall apart so completely? Besides, even if we didn’t make it official in time, I will always consider myself Luca’s wife. I’ve been his all along.

      My heart has belonged to Luca since I was sixteen years old, and that isn’t going to change just because he’s gone. No, I’ve got to hold it together somehow. For the baby. For Luca’s memory.

      Which means I need to drag myself out of this darkness bit by bit. I need to remember who the hell I am. I will never, ever get over losing Luca. This pain is going to stay with me for the rest of my life. But if I let it dominate me completely, how can I be a good mother to our baby?

      Nope.

      I need a break from this constant mourning. A distraction, at least for a little while. Rubbing my stomach absentmindedly, I decide to distract myself and try to make conversation. The silence is getting a little awkward anyway.

      “So where are you taking me?” I pipe up, barely able to even conjure enough energy to sound interested in the answer. But I’m trying.

      The driver and passenger-seat guy look at each other for a moment without replying. I start to wonder if they even heard me. Then the stocky passenger says, “Uh, you know. South.”

      “South,” I repeat flatly. That’s not much of an answer. Suddenly, I am a little interested.

      “Mhmm.”

      “Okay,” I mumble, frowning. “Could you maybe be more specific?”

      “You don’t need to worry about the details,” the driver interrupts. “We’re handling everything. You just sit back and relax, alright?”

      “Oh!” exclaims the passenger-seat guy suddenly. He opens the dash compartment and takes out a white medicine bottle, the pills rattling around inside. “You got a messed-up stomach, right? Well, I just remembered we got these pills here. You know. For motion sickness and shit.”

      I catch the driver smiling into the rear view mirror. It seems strange, somehow.

      The stocky guy turns in his seat and offers me two oblong olive-colored pills. I cock my head to one side, a little confused. Something seems off. When I was a teenager, I used to have horrible motion sickness. Bad enough that our family doctor prescribed me clinical-strength meclizine for it so that I could ride the subway without turning green in the face.

      And I have never seen motion sickness medicine that looks like that.

      “Wh-what is it?” I ask, hesitantly reaching for the green pills.

      “Uh, what’s this shit called again, boss?” the stocky guy says.

      “What’s it—oh yeah, Dramamine. Yeah.”

      “Right, right. Dramamine. It’s Dramamine.”

      The passenger-seat guy twists back to look at me over his shoulder, his eyes glancing down to see that I’m still just holding the pills in my hand. He waits expectantly for me to put them in my mouth, staring at me with beady black eyes.

      “Whatcha waitin’ for? Don’t you wanna feel better?” he urges me.

      Just as I’m second-guessing my paranoia, there’s a series of deafening cracks splitting the air, and a rain of shattered glass flies toward me from the left-side window. I scream and duck down, bending over my stomach and covering my head with my hands. The car jerks left, then right, hits a bump in the road, and starts spinning rapidly.

      “Jesus Christ!”

      “What the fuck was that?”

      “Get your gun, get your gun!”

      I close my eyes tightly and try not to throw up, my head swimming with dizziness as the vehicle careens out of control. There’s a horrible whooshing sound as the car slides off the road, over the rumble strip, and thuds across the grass. I open my eyes just as another staccato cluster of gunshots rings out and a spray of bright red blood stains the dashboard. The driver’s been shot!

      The car rolls straight into a tree with a powerful thump. I’m flung forward, my head knocking into the center console with a nauseating crack. I feel my vision go dark and my body fall limp, all sound fading out into nothing behind the rhythmic thud of my heart.

      When the light starts to filter back in and my head tingles as I wake back up, the passenger door swings open and a pair of powerful arms reach inside to yank me out of the back seat. I scream, thrashing and flailing with what limited strength my body can conjure up, fighting with my assailant. My vision is still blurry, my head pounding painfully, and I have no idea whose hands are on me right now. There’s another gunshot, so close to me that my ears sting with a high-pitched ringing, rendering me both stunned and deaf and completely helpless.
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      “Let me go! Get your hands off me!” I screech, flinging knees and elbows in every direction, hoping I can somehow dislodge myself from my attacker’s grasp. I don’t have much of a plan beyond that.

      I mean, I may be only barely starting to show, but I’m still pregnant. What am I going to do? Take off running into the woods? Still, the fact that it’s not only my life in danger, but the life of my baby, makes me fight that much harder.

      I’m fighting for two.

      “Serena!” the guy says through gritted teeth. He knows my name? And not only that, he says it with some degree of familiarity. Like he knows me. It’s so off-putting that I stop struggling for a moment and turn to look at him square in the face. He sighs, shaking his head. His eyes are wide, exhausted, with purplish bags under them. He looks like he hasn’t slept for a long time.

      I don’t immediately recognize him. I squint, tilting my head to one side. Confusion and curiosity have overtaken my fear at this point. He doesn’t seem malicious, at least towards me, despite the fact that he just shot my drivers and caused my getaway car to smash into a tree. Then it hits me. I’ve seen his face before, and recently.

      “You were… you were at the party,” I murmur, my words slurring. Wow, I must have really hit my head pretty hard. His face swims in front of me and I have to blink a few times to focus again. He nods and gently sets me aside, but with one hand still locked around my upper arm, as though I’m a wild animal he needs to keep on a leash.

      “Si. Yeah, I was there, Serena. We met briefly,” he admits, exhaling slowly. He stares at the ground for a second, then looks back up at me with mournful eyes. “I cannot even imagine what’s going through your mind right now.”

      I can feel my bottom lip trembling, my cheeks burning, my eyes itching. This guy seems to know how crushed I am. And it starts to make some sense. If he was at that party, then he’s got to be an old friend of Luca’s or something. Maybe he’s hurting, too. But then… why the hell would he have intercepted my escape?

      My heart skips a beat and I feel nauseous again all of a sudden. I whip around to look at the carnage behind us in the car. Glass shattered all over. The engine smoking profusely under the hood. Two men shot dead. Blood everywhere.

      Instinctively I try to rip out of the guy’s grasp, clapping a hand over my mouth and turning away.

      But he doesn’t let me go.

      I give him a furious glare and snap, “If you don’t let me go right now I am going to vomit all over your shoes.”

      He immediately releases his grip, but stays close behind me as I break away, running deeper into woods to throw up again. When I stand back up and turn around, I nearly bump smack into him. To his credit, he doesn’t seem at all fazed by my sickness. But if he’s the kind of dude who goes around shooting men in cars then, yeah, he’s probably got a stronger stomach than most.

      “A little space would be nice,” I grumble, elbowing past him. He takes my arm again and I stamp my foot in annoyance. I do not like being manhandled.

      “Okay, what’s up with this? You better tell me why you just assassinated my... my getaway!” I demand.

      He runs his other hand back through his curly black hair.

      “My apologies. I have not slept much since… since what happened after the party.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not the only one,” I retort, putting my free hand on my hip.

      He nods slowly.

      “I know. I know. It has been more difficult for you, I’m sure.”

      “So, any particular reason why you decided to smash up my getaway car and murder two guys in front of me?” I ask, surprised at my own bluntness. I’m usually a little more reserved than this, but it’s like that numbness I was feeling earlier has gone away and left pure, righteous anger in its place. I’m finding it hard to give a shit about anything beyond getting some straight answers.

      “Those men weren’t Costa. Somewhere along the way, the Cleaners intercepted your route. Those two used to work for the Costa family, but they left. Went to the Cleaners. Fairly recently, too. Recent enough that the Costa brothers who passed you off to them just saw familiar faces in the dark and trusted them. They made a mistake. They’ll be punished for that transgression,” the guy says calmly, as though he’s merely discussing the weather.

      I, on the other hand, am terrified by what he’s telling me.

      “What?” I hiss, my eyes going wide. “You mean those guys—they weren’t taking me to safety? They were going to hurt me? And-and my baby?”

      “Kill you or ransom you both, most likely,” he replies.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, wrapping an arm over my belly. I look up at him confusedly.

      “Then how… how the hell did you find me?”

      “Your phone,” he says simply. “It was off for some time, but then it came back on. We followed the GPS tracker Lu—an associate installed a while back.”

      “You can say his name, you know,” I tell him quietly. “You don’t have to pretend like he never existed.”

      We stare at each in silence for a few intense moments, and I can feel the combined sadness between us. It hits me that the dark circles under his eyes probably have more to do with what happened to Luca than this multi-state car chase he’s been on to catch me.

      I break the silence. I have to, before it can swallow us both whole. “Speaking of names—you said we met at the party but I have to admit, I was a little overwhelmed there. I don’t remember your name, I’m sorry.”

      “Giovanni,” he says. “Luca and I are—were—very old friends.”

      There it is. The past tense. Out in the air, hanging there between us. I have to fight the urge to cry. Just break down, fall on my knees, and cry. But I can’t. Not now. Not here. I have to stay strong. I just need to survive this day, and then...

      Then what?

      I honestly don’t know. I just have to focus on one step at a time. I just have to focus on the present mess I find myself in.

      “What are we going to do about… all that?” I ask, gesturing back toward the wreckage behind us. Giovanni shrugs.

      “We don’t do anything. Our tidying-up team will be out here any second now to make this look more accidental than it was. You’re very lucky,” he adds as he leads me back to where his car is parked, a few hundred yards down the highway. “This time of early morning, there aren’t many other cars around. And those guys were taking you down a very secluded route. Probably trying to avoid the cops. Kind of bit them in the ass in the end, though.”

      “Uh, yeah. I’d say so,” I answer, raising an eyebrow.

      Giovanni almost smiles for a moment, but it vanishes as quickly as it appeared. Once we get close to his car, the passenger-side door opens and a butch-looking woman comes hurrying over with a little white kit in her hand. There’s a look of motherly concern on her face as she comes up to me.

      “Serena, this is Orsina. She’s a medic with the Costa family,” Giovanni explains. Then to her, he adds, “Make it quick, if you can. The sun’s up now and there will be traffic out here before too long. We need to get out of dodge.”

      Orsina nods at him and then gives me a kind, reassuring smile. “How are you feeling?” she asks. “Did you sustain any major injuries in the crash? How’s the little one doing in there?”

      I shake my head. “I-I don’t think I’m hurt, really. I did hit my head a little bit.”

      A flash of worry crosses her face, but the smile comes back quickly. “Okay, sweetheart, let’s get you into the car. I’ll tend to you in the back seat while Giovanni drives. He’s right, we do need to get going. Are you feeling nauseous at all?”

      I almost have to laugh at this question. Instead, I just nod as she helps me into the back seat of the car.

      “Yeah, lots of nausea. But I was having that long before the car crashed.”

      Giovanni slides behind the wheel and starts the engine. The car quickly peels out and does a sharp U-turn, cutting across the grassy median and speeding off down the highway in the opposite direction of how I got here.

      Orsina touches my arm softly.

      “Serena, when was the last time you ate something?”

      I have to wrack my brain for an answer to that. Truthfully, I don’t remember much beyond the past hour or so. It’s like my mind is desperately trying to cut out all the painful pieces so I don’t have to think about them. I know I had to have eaten something at the party, but I can’t remember.

      “I-I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. And now, with this woman gazing concernedly into my face, the tears reemerge. My eyes tingle and my chin trembles. Before long, I’m full-on sobbing, and Orsina wraps her arms around me in a maternal hug, patting my back.

      “I know, sweetheart. Just let it all out. If anybody on the planet has the right to a good cry right now, it’s definitely you,” she assures me. I weep on her shoulder for several minutes, all my emotions rushing back to me in a swarm of overwhelming feeling. Images flash to the forefront of my mind. Rafaela dancing and singing drunkenly in Spanish on the sidewalk. The streetlights casting fuzzy light over the street. The smile Luca gave me just before he walked away to get the car. The sky-high flames destroying the car with the love of my life trapped inside the inferno.

      It’s too much to bear. It’s all too much. But I let the tears fall without trying to stop them. I take Orsina’s advice and let it all out, not caring about how my tears are staining her shirt, how ugly my sobs sound, how weak I must look to both of them. It doesn’t matter. I need this.

      And when the tears subside, Orsina gently starts to dab a clean rag dampened with hydrogen peroxide at my left temple, near my hairline. It stings, to my surprise, and I let out a little yelp of pain.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie,” Orsina says, clucking her tongue. “You just have a little wound here from the impact. Nothing too awful, just a relatively shallow laceration. Could be much, much worse. I know you don’t feel too lucky right now, but you are.”

      “People keep telling me that,” I murmur, the dizziness rushing back and mingling with the pain in my head. A throbbing ache settles in and I close my eyes, leaning back against the seat. As soon as I do, my whole body relaxes, like one big sigh. It hits me how tense I’ve been all this time, how tired I feel underneath all the stress.

      “Here,” the medic says, “hold this rag to the spot for a minute while I get a bandage ready. Can you do that for me, Serena?”

      I nod and obediently hold the rag to my temple. There’s a plasticky sound of something being unwrapped, and then Orsina takes the rag away, replacing it with a big bandage. She presses it down carefully, obviously trying her best not to hurt me, but every little feather-light touch stings like hell. Still, I almost welcome the sting. Physical pain is a lot easier to understand, to handle, than the ache in my heart.

      “There ya go,” Orsina says. “Now just leave that alone and it should heal up okay. Probably won’t even leave a scar, if your luck holds out.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble, suddenly feeling very sleepy. It’s like the tidal wave of emotions has crashed over me and exhausted every last little fiber of my strength. I’m worn out, down to the very bone, with fear and sadness and confusion.

      Then Giovanni speaks up and I open my eyes one at a time. “We had planned on sending you to a safehouse in backwoods Virginia. Somewhere out of the way and secure. But if your getaway was already compromised so early in the game… well, it’s probably best to scrap Plan A and just move on to Plan B.”

      I can feel myself dozing off. “What’s… what’s Plan B?” I manage to whisper.

      But I drift off to sleep before I can hear the answer.

      
        * * *

      

      I wake up to the sensation of being jostled forward, and my eyes fly open and wide. I sit up with a start, blinking blearily in the bright light of day. I’m still in the back seat of the car, with Orsina the medic sitting next to me. But the car isn’t moving anymore. We’ve stopped.

      The driver’s seat is empty, and then the door to my left opens up and Giovanni extends a hand for me to take. Orsina gets out of the car and comes around to help him help me. I squint around, trying to make sense of my environment. My body is so tired, and that familiar nausea is prickling back up again, warning me that any sudden movement might send me hurling.

      We’re in the middle of what looks like deep woods. I remember vaguely Giovanni mentioning something about the backwoods of Virginia, but then I put together what he said: Virginia was Plan A, and we weren’t going to do Plan A anymore. Unless he changed his mind?

      “Where... where the hell are we?” I ask, the words jumbling in my mouth.

      There isn’t an immediate answer. Orsina and Giovanni are helping me down a long wooded path through the trees. My paranoia kicks back in and I plant my feet hard in the ground, refusing to take another step.

      “Where. The hell. Are we?” I repeat emphatically, looking back and forth between the two of them. They exchange a worrisome expression, and I know something is up. Something I am not going to like one bit. “Enough with the secrecy! What’s going on? I thought you said we were ditching the Virginia plan!” I exclaim.

      “Yes. You’re right. We’re on to Plan B,” Giovanni relents.

      “Okay. Cool. Great. So what is Plan B?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Orsina steps closer to me and puts a steadying hand on my shoulder. “Sweetheart, you’re going to overexert yourself. It’s okay. You can trust us. You know that, right? You’re not with the Cleaners anymore. You’re with us. You’re with family.”

      “Family?” I repeat, a little indignant. After all, I don’t really know these people. Maybe Luca knew them, but he’s gone now, and it’s up to me to stay level-headed and cautious for the sake of our baby. They don’t want me asking questions, clearly, and that scares me.

      Giovanni sighs.

      “Yes, Serena. I know you have been through so much in the past day or so. It’s a lot to take in. But you have to trust us. From the second Luca fell in love with you, we became your family. If he trusted you, if he swore to protect you, then so do we. There is no safer place in the world for you to be
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