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      Everything has stopped. The train. My breathing.

      Maybe even my heart.

      Alessandro Messina. Son of my late husband Marco. Great nephew of Carlo. Those eyes of his – of theirs – watch me as if pulled from a nightmare. My past mashing itself into my present.

      Three generations of Messina men. All of them grabbing at me in their own ways. Trying to seize me for themselves.

      He’s the only one left standing.

      And he’s here.

      The golden light of the train car glows along the black body of his gun, the dark brown leather of his gloves, the sleeves of his coat.

      “Let’s go,” he says, as casually as if he’s picking me up for brunch. For some normal and expected rendezvous. The train car seems to tilt beneath me, nausea spiking against my spine. Because, for the briefest of moments, I’m reminded of when Curse came for me in New York. “Let’s go,” he’d said while Marco bled out on the floor.

      Now, another man is telling me to follow him. While Curse is the one who is hurt.

      “What have you done to him?” I hiss by way of reply. I turn from him – not caring what he’ll do, not caring about the gun – and fall heavily to my knees beside Curse. He’s still laying, insensible, bent across the table. His breath sounds dangerously slow. Heavy. Like it’s too much effort for his body to keep it up for long. Across the table, I see the overturned cup. The water that was meant for me. The one he tipped and let spill to the floor before it ever touched my lips. Curse’s face is terribly pale. The tattoos at his throat look so much blacker now in comparison, like they’ve been freshly inked. Slashes and swirls of obsidian art.

      No.

      I cannot watch him die.

      “What have you done to him?!” I ask again. It comes out shaking, shrieking, as my fingers pass desperately over Curse’s cold, damp brow.

      “Get up.” Alessandro’s tone is snippy with impatience. When I don’t move, he reacts. I flinch, feeling the unmistakable press of metal against the back of my neck. His gun.

      “Get up,” he repeats.

      I wrap my arms around Curse’s ribs, locking my fingers against each other.

      “No,” I whisper. “I’m not leaving him. Fucking shoot me if you want to. I don’t care. I won’t go.”

      The words feel like they should just be bravado, but they’re not. I’m terribly, grimly at peace with the fact that, right now, I’d rather take a bullet than abandon him. Even after everything.

      Alessandro sighs, like I’ve inconvenienced him. The pressure of the gun suddenly vanishes from the back of my neck.

      “Can’t shoot you, Mamma,” he sneers, a sick reference to the fact that, despite him being older than me, he was technically my stepson for those few hours I was married to his father. “How am I going to marry you if I’ve blown a big hole in that pretty head of yours?”

      The gun slides into my view. It plants itself against Curse’s forehead, directly in front of my eyes.

      No!

      The blood in my veins freezes, locking my limbs. I can’t blink. I’m suddenly tortured by certainty that if I let my eyes shut even for a second, Curse won’t be alive when I open them again.

      “Get up and come with me,” Alessandro says, “or I’ll shoot him instead.”

      “You wouldn’t,” I stammer, squeezing Curse harder. As if my arms can help him, heal him. Make him wake up and save us both.

      “Of fucking course I would,” Alessandro says with a laugh, sharp and cold, like a knife. “I pumped him full of opioids to keep this shit simple. Clean. But I’m not above getting messy if I have to.” He presses the gun harder against Curse. So forcefully it makes his dark head rock with the impact.

      “Stop! Don’t touch him!” I jump up, trying to get myself between Curse and the gun. My body screams at me to do something, anything. If I didn’t think it might make the gun go off, I’d grab Alessandro’s arm, hurl myself at him, scratch his fucking eyes out with fingernails still stained with the chipped wedding polish his papà paid for.

      Alessandro takes advantage of my new position, seizing my elbow with his free hand in a grip I realize too late I cannot fight. He’s not as big as Curse, but he’s not a small man, either. He’s got large hands, strong arms, and he’s heavy. So heavy that him simply throwing his weight to the side and starting to walk down the length of the train car is enough to send me into lurching motion.

      “No!”

      I lean back with everything I have, not caring if it pops my elbow right out of its socket. I will not go another step. Not one inch. Not without him. Not while he lies there, his breath slowing at a terrifying rate that makes me think that I’m the one who’s dying.

      “Christ,” Alessandro says through gritted teeth. I’m barely aware of the swing of his arm, the flash of dark metal like an omen, until the gun strikes my temple. For a shattering second, I think maybe I’ve been shot after all. There’s no pain, only a bright spasm of white that goes across my eyes, like a shooting star through my head. Stunned, I feel my legs buckle seconds after it actually happens. By the time my stuttering brain catches up, Alessandro has hauled me all the way to the train car’s exit. He’s got a thick arm around my waist, dragging me bodily down the little metal steps that lead to the train’s platform at Union Station.

      My vision shutters, winding down to blackness before blinking back in. The scene is nothing but streaks of colour and dizzying motion. More stairs, pale and leading upwards. I don’t even know how I get up them. My vision wrinkles, black like scrunched silk, black like his hair, and suddenly we are at the top of the stairs.

      There are so many people.

      I scream at them. Scream that I have left something behind, something so fucking important, but I can’t remember what.

      When no one stops, I realize the screaming is only inside my own head.

      “Nice and easy,” Alessandro murmurs, keeping my side pinned to his as he maneuvers me through the faceless people. Why can’t I focus on any of their features? All I’m aware of are scarves and coats and shiny shoes.

      I don’t have a coat.

      Is that what I have left behind?

      That can’t be right. My mind thrashes as if against quicksand. It feels like I am swimming inside my own head.

      Cold air hits me. It’s a sobering slap. I gasp, choking, sucking it down. Wintery night stretches above us while downtown Toronto surrounds us below. Streetlamps and buildings and cars and snow. Snowflakes are falling, settling on my hair like a blessing, on my skin like a curse.

      Curse.

      I manage to make a sound then. A real one. It’s nothing but a whimper of complaint, but I know it’s real. Because Alessandro hears it. And he reacts.

      “Shut the fuck up or I will hit you harder next time,” he snarls close to my ear. “Maybe I can’t put a bullet in you yet. But I’ll still marry you even if you’re too fucking concussed to say ‘I do.’”

      I barely hear him. Barely care. Curse.

      I’ve left him behind.

      Memories batter me then. Because there, emerging from a car on the street before me, is a face I haven’t seen in more than twenty years. That face is older now. Harder. Scarred. But it’s him.

      “Elio!” It comes out as nothing more than a scratch of sound. Quiet as a child tearing the corner off a piece of paper. But he hears me. He fucking hears me. His eyes slice through the milling crowds, landing on my face with vicious focus. He stalks across the pavement, flanked by three men and all in black. His hand shoves beneath his jacket and I know he’s got a gun.

      “Leave me!” I scream hoarsely. My tongue feels too big for my mouth. “Curse! Curse is on the train! He-”

      I fall, colliding with leather that makes my soupy brain think that somehow I’m back in the train car with Curse. Back on that bench with him. But no, this is a regular car. A taxi, with a driver who’s now twisting to peer at me curiously.

      “Start driving,” Alessandro snaps, slamming the door shut. The cabbie seems to know better than to ask where he wants to go right now and pulls away from the curb. My heart is in my throat, stuck there and throbbing. My eyes burn, but not with tears. They feel like cracking embers in my head. We’re getting further and further away from Union Station. Further and further away from Curse. My head is sore and slow, but my mind feels at least a little clearer now. Like a train that’s found its way back to the correct track. I know what’s happening.

      I know who I’ve left behind.

      My hand goes to the door handle. Breathing hard, I scan the street outside. I’ll jump out. Make a run for it. Try to find my way back.

      “Don’t even think about it.” Alessandro slides closer, grasping me firmly by the back of the neck, the way you’d grab a dog. The tips of his fingers sink into my hair, loosening my bun. Fingers just like Marco’s. Just like Carlo’s. I want to climb out of my own skin. “Do not make a fucking move.”

      What should I do? Alessandro has a gun, and if I try to get help from this taxi driver, he could just end up getting threatened or shot. I can’t jump out of the car with Alessandro holding me, either. But I can’t keep going. Can’t remain passive. Because the path that Alessandro has me on now will take me all the way back to New York if I let it.

      I don’t want to let it. I don’t want to let things just keep fucking happening to me.

      If I could just get the gun…

      I don’t get far with that thought, because the entire world seems to jar violently, like the axis of the planet has been punched off its correct angle. My body wrenches, and without a seatbelt on I’m sure I would go flying if not for all of Alessandro’s considerable weight slamming into me, pinning me to the car door. The car is sliding unnaturally, fishtailing on the icy street. We’ve hit something.

      Or something has hit us.

      The cabbie is swearing. Alessandro is bleeding from his nose and his eyebrow. His hand rises unsteadily to his face, his gaze unfocused. Beyond him, I see that the car’s side door airbags have been deployed on Alessandro’s side, mushrooming into the cabin.

      This is my one and only shot.

      I don’t even try to shove Alessandro off of me. It will waste my energy and my precious time. I have to get back to Curse. I twist my arm behind my back, feeling for the handle, then latch onto it like it’s some kind of lifeline. Pulling hard, it unlatches, and I half-fall out of the vehicle. Stumbling to my feet, I run, nearly getting hit by a vehicle in the oncoming traffic lane. The driver shouts something to me – maybe scolding me, maybe trying to stop me to make sure I’m OK – but I don’t answer them. My boots slide as I loop around the back of the taxi, which I now see has been T-boned by a large black SUV in the middle of an intersection.

      How far have we gotten from the station? I have no idea. I don’t even know what the hell Union Station looks like from the outside. My battered brain barely registered the details on the way out. I run back in the opposite direction that the taxi had been going. A part of me feels terrible for leaving the cabbie behind with his smashed vehicle and Alessandro, vengeful and bleeding, in the back. But I can’t stay there. Alessandro will come for me, and Curse might still be alone on that train car. I need to tell Elio and the others where he is and what Alessandro’s poisoned him with.

      Opioids.

      He could die. Actually fucking die before I get there. Before I can claw my way back to him.

      Don’t do it, I beg inside my pounding head. Don’t go. Don’t leave me.

      It’s stupid even to think it. Curse and I have both acknowledged that he isn’t the person I used to know. He’s not little Accursio anymore. He may be my fiancé, but we both know he isn’t my friend.

      And yet…

      It’s still there. Still fucking there; always there. This connection to him, whoever he is. Whatever he’s done. However he’s changed. Like my heart doesn’t know how to beat without the dark rhythm of his breathing in the background. Like I can’t go on existing without knowing that, somewhere out there, he is existing, too. If souls are real, then mine has been held fast in Curse Titone’s hands for more than twenty years. He’s owned it ever since he pulled me from that water.

      He’ll take it with him wherever he goes.

      Even if it’s out of this world and into the next.

      Ahead, there stands a huge block of a building made up of pale material, like limestone, alight and golden. There are pillars with doors behind them, and I see a dark iron post with a large cube at the top, a clock displayed on each square face. It’s like a little clock tower combined with a lamppost. Beyond it, close to the building, looms a large statue or sculpture made of metal. It shows a naked man, straining to pull the metal sides of a split sphere together, like he’s connecting the framework of an unformed globe in his hands. Metal birds surge around him, wings spread but ultimately flightless, supported by curving rods.

      A concrete barrier has large metal letters on it, similar in colour and material to the sculpture. While the sculpture’s shapes and lines are knife-sharp and so clear to me that I can make out the carved lines of every metallic feather, the letters swim and smear before I can drag them into focus.

      Union Station.

      But then the letters are gone again, a man shoving himself between them and me. Alessandro lurches my way, blood streaming down his face, like some grotesque villain from a nightmare. Other men are running towards us, but I don’t see Elio among them. I don’t know if these men are his, or Alessandro’s.

      I want to barrel right through him but know that I can’t. My body reacts before my mind can come up with a plan, some bone-deep instinct to save myself propelling me backwards a few shaking steps before I spin and run again.

      A sleek black sedan slips crisply into a space in traffic and nips up to the curb. The back passenger door opens as I pass it.

      Or try to pass it. I don’t succeed. A hand appears with such speed and grace it seems like something disembodied. The ghost of a limb that can move with eerie quickness no human should be capable of. But when it clamps on my wrist, I feel the living heat of it. Skin and blood.

      “Let me assist you.”

      Apparently, assisting me means yanking me into the vehicle. The car peels away from the curb with me in it.
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      The man attached to the striking, seizing hand leans across me to shut the door.

      “I’d advise you to put on your seatbelt,” he says in a voice like smooth smoke, “based on what happened to the other vehicle you were in a moment ago. And don’t even think about jumping out and running,” he adds. There’s no urgency in his command. He never breaks his calm, almost elegant rhythm of speech. “Luca and I are both faster than you are, and I promise you that you won’t get far.” He tips his head towards the driver of the vehicle, a shadowy silhouette who appears to be a young man.

      But the driver doesn’t hold my attention for long. My gaze crawls to the man in the backseat with me.

      This isn’t Elio. It isn’t Alessandro. And I don’t think he is a man belonging to either of them. There is nothing in this person that would indicate he works for anyone else but himself. He reminds me of my father, and of Marco. Not because he looks or sounds like either of them, but because everything in him, from the cut of his suit to the richly confident cadence of his voice, to the relaxed tilt of his head, screams that this man is a leader. A boss. Chest heaving, my cheeks burning hot, then cold, then hot again, I stare at him.

      It’s dark in the car, but even so I can see that he’s handsome. A hard, meticulously-shaved jaw and sharp cheekbones create the foundation for a pair of probing, deep-set eyes beneath strong brows. His nose is prominent but straight-bridged, his dark hair slicked back and showing a few strands of silver at the temples. When an errant streetlight, or maybe headlights from another vehicle, shine through the window and send bright stripes sliding down his face, I’m pierced with the whiskey-gold colour of his irises. But despite the warmth of the shade I find there, the gaze is detached, cold, calculating.

      “Who are you?” My own voice shocks me. It’s ragged and small, like a little girl who’s screamed herself hoarse.

      “So rude of me not to introduce myself,” he says. He extends his hand – the same one that shot out of the car as if from a grave to grab me. When I don’t take it, he merely extends his hand further, grasping my seatbelt and buckling it for me. Somehow he manages to do it without touching me, which I know isn’t meant to be any sort of kindness, but I feel relief at it anyway.

      “I am Severu Serpico,” he says.

      “Serpico…”

      The name is distantly familiar. I’m not an expert on the crime families in Canada. The only one I ever knew or really cared about was the one with the Titone name. But still, I’m sure I’ve heard Serpico somewhere before.

      “Leader of the Serpico clan,” he says.

      Clan.

      Not La Cosa Nostra.

      Camorra.

      My instinct was dead-on. He is a boss. A capo. A leader of an entire crime network unto himself. I need to find out what his intentions are and where I stand. Immediately.

      “What do you want with me?”

      He doesn’t reply right away, leaving me to stew in the possibilities. To drown in what he might want. And what might have happened to Curse since I’ve been gone. When he finally does speak from his place in the shadows, he doesn’t answer my question. He says, “You haven’t given me your name, bella.”

      I blink. My eyes hurt. My head hurts.

      My heart hurts.

      “You don’t already know it?” I’m sincere in asking this. Why on Earth would he have grabbed me from the chaos of that scene if he didn’t know who I was? If he wasn’t trying to gain something from me?

      “I have my suspicions,” he drawls. “But no, I do not know it.”

      I chew on my lip, deciding that I won’t tell him my name unless he tortures it out of me. Now that I know I’ve got all of my papà’s wealth, all of fucking Buffalo attached to it, revealing my true identity to this man – or any man who sucks down money and power and blood like wine – is not safe.

      So instead, I simply say, “I’m Curse Titone’s fiancée.”

      Whatever he was expecting me to say, it wasn’t that. His eyebrows notch upwards before settling back into a relaxed expression. Like he doesn’t want me to know that I’ve shocked him.

      “Well, this certainly explains why Elio and his men came hurtling out onto the streets like angry hornets tonight,” he says. “Elio doesn’t tend to leave his wife’s side much these days. Given her condition.”

      “Condition?” Then I remember what Curse told me. That Elio’s wife is pregnant.

      But he must think I don’t know that, because he explains. “The great Elio Titone is going to become a papà later this year. He’s tied himself to that woman like a dog to a post. So when I heard that he and his men were speeding towards Union Station, well…” He raises his hands in a gesture that seems to indicate a helpless sort of curiosity, though I doubt that this man has ever been helpless in his life. “I had to come and see what all the fuss was about.”

      “And insert yourself into it,” I hiss. “What do you want from me?” I ask it again, even if he won’t give me an answer.

      “Can a man not simply stop to assist a damsel in obvious distress?” he asks blithely. “That man who had you in the taxi, who chased you out of the wreckage of it like a creature possessed, was not your fiancé. Nor was he one of the Titone soldiers. No, the Titone soldiers were the ones following a few steps behind. I was closer than they were.” He shrugs casually. “I liked my chances.”

      “Your chances to…”

      “To help you.”

      “I don’t need your help!” I cry. “I need…I want…”

      I want to go back to thirty minutes ago. Or maybe more. Go back and never spin that bottle. Never goad Curse into kissing me. Never let him fuck me.

      If I hadn’t been basically hiding from him in the train bathroom after the deed was done, this might never have happened at all. Or at the very least, Curse would have been fucking conscious when faced with Alessandro.

      The weight of that guilt pulls the power from my body, the breath from my lungs. When I don’t finish my sentence, Severu speaks.

      “I will be honest,” he says bluntly, “about the fact that what you want factored very little into the equation. But I could see plainly that the Titones were looking for you.”

      “So you took me.”

      Like I’m nothing but a Titone toy, to be snatched by other men at will.

      “Helped you,” he corrects me, going back to that same stupid word again.

      “And how, exactly, have you helped me?”

      Another line of bright light moves across his features. Those golden eyes glint. There’s a controlled ferocity in them, in the endless patience they seem to exhibit. Like some cool, coiling creature in a jungle. A python deciding if I’m prey, one who’ll wait as long as it takes to swallow me.

      “Whatever you may think,” he says, “and whatever my motivations, I’ve certainly handled you more gently than your bloodied pursuer so far. Who was he, by the way?”

      I don’t miss the slight tension in the question. His eyes sharpen in the gloom.

      I can’t tell him it was Alessandro Messina. If he knows anything about anything that goes on in New York, which he probably does, it’ll give away my identity immediately. Curse has already told me that Marco’s murder has been uncovered. No doubt news has spread that Marco’s new, young wife has disappeared. And now, here I am, a strange young woman in Toronto, pursued by both the Messina line and the Titones. Who the hell else could I be?

      “Who do you think I am?” I ask by way of reply. He did say he had a suspicion about my identity. Might as well confirm what he knows now.

      I can feel his gaze on me in the dark.

      “I think,” he says, a smoothly quiet rumble, “that you are very far from home.”

      The car stops.

      “Speaking of which,” he adds, “we have now reached mine.”

      He keeps his voice just as low and smooth as before when he speaks next, but I don’t miss the steel in the command, the unforgiving metal of it. “Get out of the car.”

      The driver, Luca, exits and then stations himself right outside my car door, as if expecting me to run. A moment later, Severu joins him. Standing side by side, with darkness largely obscuring their faces, they could be twins. They’re the same height, have the same athletic build, and hold themselves the same way. Severu looks like he could be in his early forties, Luca his early twenties. Maybe they are father and son.

      A huge stone house looms behind them, its roof dusted with the falling snow.

      I move to get out of the car, then stop.

      “You said that, even if you don’t care about what I want, you’re still helping me.” My breath mists before me, my words a fogged spell in the air. For the first time, now that my mad sprint through Toronto’s downtown is done, and adrenaline has given way to a throbbing exhaustion, I notice how cold it is without my jacket. Goosebumps rise, and I shake. I force my next words out through chattering teeth. “Are you going to help get me back to my fiancé? Or not?”

      “First, we must establish whether your fiancé is even still alive,” Severu says. Flat, calm. Business-like. I want to vomit. “I can’t imagine that he’s let you go willingly, allowing another man with a gun to hunt you in the streets, if he’s the picture of good health.”

      The picture of good health.

      Another picture enters my mind. Curse slumped over the table, tattooed fingers outstretched. Black ink, black hair, black clothing. Pale skin. Golden light. Spilled water.

      He was still breathing when I left him. I cling to that fact even as my heart clenches like a fist.

      “And if he’s not?” I force myself to ask. I need to know what he’ll do if Curse isn’t alive to look for me. If he finds out who I am for certain…

      Will he try to keep me for himself? Or barter me away to New York?

      “Then Elio and I will determine next steps,” he says. Maybe he senses some confusion in me, or relief. Because he gives a soft chuckle. “What? Did you think I would hold you here as my prisoner? That tends to be more of a Titone technique.”

      “I wasn’t Curse’s prisoner.”

      I say it quickly. Automatically.

      Even while the steel of his handcuffs clinks in my head.

      “I wasn’t talking about you,” Severu says. “I was talking about Deirdre Titone, née O’Malley.”

      Deirdre. I remember the name Curse called her – Elio’s wife. I don’t know anything else about their story or how they met and married. What does he mean by calling her a prisoner of the Titones? Is she safe?

      Will I be safe, getting in contact with Elio? Will I become the prisoner of the elder Titone brother, instead of the wife of the younger?

      I don’t have a choice. I can’t stay here with these Camorra men. Elio is the only one who will be able to tell us if Curse is alive or dead now.

      “Call Elio,” I say. Metal bites my palms as I clutch at the car’s doorframe. “I’m not taking one step out of this vehicle until you do.”

      “You say that like we can’t just drag you out.”

      I can’t sense any obvious harshness or warning in his reply. He doesn’t seem to be threatening me. Just making an observation. He’s right, of course. He and the silent younger man at his side would have no trouble carrying me from this car and into his house, no matter how hard I fought them. No matter what I did.

      But he pulls a phone from his pocket anyway. After navigating the screen for a moment, he brings it to his ear.

      A pause. Then, silkily, “Hello, Elio. I believe I have something that belongs to your brother.”
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      Aurora is drowning.

      She’s nothing but a slip of silver in the frothing oblivion of the waves. It’s night, darkness spreading above and below, and that seems wrong somehow. She’s not a child, and that seems wrong, too. Like some distant dream has been mashed up against reality, and in the process mangled everything.

      Doesn’t fucking matter. She needs me now.

      There is no one else.

      Liquid salt soaks my skin, so much fucking colder than it should be. My body is heavy as I fight my way to her. No moon, no stars, no light but her. She gleams like a pearl, silent and bright, trying to stay afloat in the ink of the ocean.

      But she doesn’t. She’s not strong enough, and she’s too far out. She’s slipping. Disappearing in the black.

      And I cannot fucking get to her.

      No.

      There is no cannot when it comes to Aurora. There is only will.

      Will of my body, of my failing breath, of every cursed memory and molecule that makes me what I am.

      Will reach her.

      Will save her.

      I’m sinking.

      My lungs are clogged. My nose burns.

      I try to shout her name but nothing happens. It’s impossible to get sound past my clenched teeth, past the seal of my lips keeping all the fucking water out. Sluggish, useless, my limbs lose all their power at the precise moment that I also lose sight of her. My
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