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CONTENT NOTES

	This is a dark romance intended for readers 18+. It contains the murder of a man the narrator loves as family, grief, betrayal, captivity and coercion, an age-gap relationship with a dangerous man, on-page violence including organized-crime killings, and explicit intimate content. Please read with care.
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PROLOGUE

	Blood on the Snow

	THE FIRST THING THEY TEACH YOU IN trauma nursing is that blood doesn’t lie, even when everyone in the room is.

	Mikhail Morozov’s blood had dried to rust in the creases of my knuckles and under my nails and in the wedding band I hadn’t taken off in four years, and it was the only thing left in that house still telling the truth.

	I was on my knees on a floor that had cost more than a year of my mother’s care — black marble veined with gold, polished until it threw my own face back at me, white and wrong, a stranger wearing my features. Above me a candle guttered under an icon of some saint I couldn’t name, and that small flame was the only warm thing in a room full of men who had stopped being warm a long time ago.

	There were six of them. I’d counted without meaning to. Counting is what you do when your hands are full of someone who’s dying and you need to know how many people in the room are not helping — an old reflex, useless now. Misha was past helping. They’d laid him out on the long table like a body at a wake, and even from the floor, even half out of my mind, I could see the wound, and I could see that it was wrong.

	“She did it.”

	Anton’s voice. My husband’s voice — the one that used to say baby, and I’ve got you, and we’re almost out of the woods — turned now to slide a knife between my shoulder blades in a language I understood perfectly. He stood across the room with his hands open, palms out, the very picture of a man undone by grief. “I walked in and she was over him with her hands inside him. Go on. Ask her whose blood that is.”

	Yelena stood at his shoulder, where a friend stands. She had brought me coffee on my worst mornings. She had cried with me about my mother. She looked at me now the way you look at a coat you’ve already decided to give away, and she said it softly, as though it cost her something. “I saw it too.”

	And at the head of the table, behind his brother’s body, stood the man they called Moroz. Frost. I understood, finally, why grown men lowered their voices around the word.

	He hadn’t moved. While Anton talked and Yelena lied and the others shifted their weight and let their hands drift toward the place under their jackets where the guns lived, Konstantin Morozov stood perfectly still, one hand resting on the table an inch from his brother’s shoulder, and watched me. He was older than his years in the eyes and nowhere else — silver coming in hard at the temples, a face assembled from straight lines and old breaks — and grief moved through him the way a current moves under ice. You couldn’t see it. You could feel the cold lift off it.

	By their law, the man who killed a pakhan’s brother did not live to see morning. I’d been married into this world long enough to know its arithmetic. A body on the table, blood on my hands, a husband pointing, a witness nodding — the math only ran one direction.

	So I should have begged. Any reasonable woman would have begged.

	Instead I heard myself speak in the flat, level voice I used on patients who were dying and didn’t know it yet. “Whoever put that blade in him was right-handed and a head taller than me, and they drove it down with all their weight behind it. Look at the angle. Look at how deep it goes. I couldn’t have made that wound with both hands and a running start. And he’d been bleeding on the inside the better part of an hour before I ever reached him — there isn’t enough blood on that floor for a man to have died where you found me. I tried to save him. I’m the reason he had a hand to hold at the end. I’m not the reason he’s dead.”

	The room went still.

	Morozov’s eyes lifted off his brother and found mine and stayed there.

	“I’m a nurse.” My voice cracked once; I hauled it back level. “I’ve stitched up half the men standing in this room. You know my hands. Look at what was done to him, then look at me, and tell me I could have done that.”

	Nobody breathed. The candle leaned and righted itself. Across the room, Anton’s open hands had begun, very slightly, to close.

	And the Frost King looked at me — truly looked, the way you’d look at a symptom that refuses to fit the diagnosis, at a thing that has just declined to be simple — and behind his eyes something moved that I would spend a long time afterward trying to name. It wasn’t mercy. Mercy I could have understood. It was worse than that, and better. It was attention.

	“Take her downstairs.” His voice was quiet, and even, and it ended every other sound in the room. “She doesn’t leave. No one touches her.” A pause, long enough that I heard the candle flame shift. “I’ll have the truth before I decide what she is.”

	That was the night I learned I would not die for my husband’s sins.

	It wasn’t the night I stopped being afraid — that took a great deal longer. But to understand how a girl from Coney Island ended up on her knees in a dead man’s blood while a monster decided whether to let her breathe, you have to go back six days. To the last ordinary morning I ever had. And to the man I still believed I was married to.

	
ONE

	Belova

	THE LAST ORDINARY MORNING OF MY LIFE smelled of the sea and burnt coffee, and I’ve gone back to it so many times since that I can give you all of it: the gray Atlantic light coming through our one good window, the B train shuddering the building on its way to Coney Island, the weight of Anton’s arm thrown across me in sleep, heavy as a promise he had no intention of keeping.

	I lay still and didn’t move him, because the second he woke the morning would start, and once it started it belonged to everyone but me.

	I was Tessa Belova then, and that matters, so I’ll be honest about it. For twenty-two years I’d been Tessa Brennan — Brennan of nowhere, of a Coney Island walk-up and a mother who cleaned office towers at night and a father who was a signature on a birth certificate and not one thing more. Then I met Anton Belov in a hospital bar after a fourteen-hour shift, with his good wool coat and his easy grin and the way he leaned in and listened like I was the only exhausted nurse in the five boroughs worth listening to. Four months later I was Belova, and I’d answered to the name ever since without it once feeling like mine.

	He woke the way he did everything, all at once and sure of his welcome, and pulled me back against him with his mouth at the curve of my neck. “Morning, krasavitsa.” Beautiful. He’d worked out early that the Russian landed softer than the English, and he spent the words like a man who’d never once had to earn them. “You were dead to the world. You snore, you know that.”

	“Nurses don’t snore. We rest our eyes loudly.”

	He laughed into my shoulder, and for a moment — I won’t pretend otherwise — it was good. That’s the part nobody warns you about, in a marriage that’s going to end in blood: that it can be good in the morning and a lie by dark, and that you can lie inside the good part with your eyes wide open, knowing.

	Then his phone lit on the nightstand, face-down, buzzing against the wood, and I felt the change move through him the way you feel a fever break under your palm. He was up and reaching before the second buzz, the screen tipped away from me out of a habit so old he didn’t know he was doing it anymore.

	“Work,” he said, which was what he always said.

	Anton’s work was the kind you didn’t ask about. I knew the shape of it the way you know a tumor through skin — not the thing itself, but its edges, its weight, the way the healthy tissue arranges itself around it to make room. He was a brigadir now, a man with men under him, climbing fast in an organization the neighborhood named quietly or not at all. I knew not to look too long at the cash that came home in rubber bands. I knew which questions closed his face like a door. I’d learned the geography of my own marriage the way I’d learned a trauma bay — where the sharp things were, and how to move among them without bleeding.

	My own phone went off while he was still in the shower. I knew from the number — no name, a burner, the third one that month — that someone was hurt and couldn’t go where hurt people are supposed to go.

	The Rusalka sat on the boardwalk with its back to the ocean, a supper club with a chipped gold mermaid over the door and a dining room that smelled of dill and old cigarette smoke and, that morning, underneath all of it, the copper-and-iron smell I could find in my sleep. They’d put him in the back room they kept for me: a bare space behind the kitchen with a steel table, a good lamp, and a locked cabinet that held more than most urgent cares on Brighton Beach Avenue.

	His name was Pavel and he was twenty, maybe, gray as the dishwater light, a knife wound under his ribs packed by someone with a bar towel and a great deal of optimism. Two older men stood against the wall with their arms crossed and their faces shut, and they watched me the way men in that world always watched me — like a tool they hadn’t yet decided whether to trust.

	I didn’t ask what happened. You don’t. I washed my hands, snapped on gloves, and laid two fingers against the kid’s throat. Pulse fast and thin, a frightened-rabbit pulse, but there. Skin cold and damp. He was scared and he’d lost blood, but he wasn’t dying yet, and the whole job is knowing the difference between scared and dying.

	“Pavel. Look at me.” I waited until his eyes found mine and held. “I’m going to take the towel off, and it’s going to hurt, and then I’m going to make it stop. You don’t move. Da?”

	“Da,” he whispered.

	The towel came away and the wound opened its small red mouth, and I leaned in and stopped thinking about anything else in the world. This is the thing I have never been able to explain to anyone, least of all my husband: that the back room was the one place I was ever entirely myself. Out there I was Belova, the quiet wife, the woman at the edge of the party. In here I had a body in my hands and a problem with an answer, and nobody — not one man in that whole organization — could do what I could do. The knife had missed everything it needed to miss. Lucky kid. I flushed the wound and got my light down into it and found the bleeder and tied it off, and the whole time I talked to him low and steady about nothing — the Mets, the cold front coming, his mother — because a frightened patient who’s listening to your voice is a patient who isn’t sliding into shock.

	I closed him in nine stitches, neat as hemming. When I peeled the gloves off, the two men against the wall had stopped watching me like a tool and started watching me like a priest, which is the other way men in that world look at me, and which I trust even less.

	The older of the two set an envelope on the steel table without a word. I put it in my bag without counting it, because counting it in front of them would have made it the thing it was, and as long as I didn’t count it I could keep telling myself it was something else. It was thick. It always was. That month it was the only reason my mother had a window that looked out on trees.

	Yelena was waiting in the dining room when I came out, two coffees in front of her, her dark hair loose and perfect, dressed as though the whole gray morning had been arranged to set her off. She had a way of being in rooms before you knew you’d be in them. At the time I thought it was warmth. I thought she sought me out. I know now what it was, and I find I still can’t write her name without my hands going cold — but that morning I was glad to see her, and that’s the truth, and I won’t dress it up.

	“You look like hell,” she said, fond, pushing a cup at me. “Sit. Two minutes. Tell me he’s going to live.”

	“He’s going to live.”

	“Of course he is. You touched him.” She watched me over the rim of her cup, green eyes bright, and for a second — just a second — there was something underneath the warmth that I caught and didn’t understand, the way you catch a shadow at the edge of a film and tell yourself it’s a flaw in the plate. “Tessa. Has Anton seemed strange to you lately?”

	I should have heard it. I’ve turned it over a great deal since — how she set the first crack in the wall herself, gently, just to find out whether I’d noticed it on my own. But I was tired and my hands still carried the smell of someone else’s blood and my husband told me everything was work, so I said, “Anton’s always strange. It’s the only consistent thing about him,” and she laughed, and the moment closed over, and I drank my coffee and didn’t see a single thing coming.

	I went to see my mother before I went home.

	Seaside Manor wasn’t on the sea and it wasn’t a manor, but it was clean and the staff were gentle and Maeve Brennan had a room on the third floor with a window that looked out on three sycamores and a slice of sky, and that window was the most expensive thing in my life. My mother was sixty-one. The disease had come early and come fast, the way bad luck always ran in our family, and most days now she lived somewhere I couldn’t follow her.

	She was in the chair by the window when I came in, small and very straight, her hands folded in her lap like a girl waiting for Mass.

	“There you are,” she said, and my heart did the thing it always did, that lurch of stupid hope. “I was wondering when you’d come. Sit, sit. You’re thin.”

	“Hi, Ma.” I pulled the other chair close and took her hands. They were cool and dry, the skin gone soft as worn cotton. “How are you today?”

	She studied my face with her clear blue eyes — she’d given me those eyes, the one thing of hers I carried plainly — and I watched her work at it, watched her almost reach me. “You’re Eileen’s girl,” she said at last, pleased with herself. “Eileen Brennan. From the building.”

	“Close,” I said softly. “I’m Tessa. I’m yours, Ma.”

	She patted my hand, untroubled, certain and wrong. “Of course you are, love.” And then, the way she sometimes did, surfacing out of the deep water for no reason at all: “Brennan. You’re a Brennan. Don’t you let anybody tell you different.” Her grip tightened. “Are you a Brennan?”

	“I’m a Brennan,” I said, and something pulled tight in my chest, because I wasn’t, not on paper, not anymore — and because some part of her the disease hadn’t drowned still knew there was a name I was meant to keep and hadn’t.

	I stayed an hour. I combed her hair and told her about the trees and said nothing about the back room or the envelope or the man I’d married, and when I left I stopped at the desk and paid what I owed in cash that smelled, faintly, of someone else’s bad night. Eleven thousand a month, that window and that kindness. Anton’s world paid for it. That was the chain, though I didn’t call it a chain then. I called it taking care of my mother. You can carry a chain a long way if you give it the right name.

	Anton was already home when I got back, which was strange. He was out on the little balcony with the door shut against the cold, phone to his ear, and through the glass I watched my husband do something I had never once seen him do.

	I watched him look afraid.

	He had his back half to me and didn’t hear me come in, and for ten seconds I stood in my own kitchen and read him the way I read a body — the hunched shoulders, the white hand gripping the rail, the dropped head. Whatever the voice on the other end was saying, it had him by the throat. Then he turned, and saw me, and the fear went off his face like a switch thrown, and the easy grin came up in its place. He held up one finger — one minute — and stepped further out into the cold.

	I caught three words through the glass before he pulled the door tight. The first two I lost. The third was a name.

	Misha.

	I didn’t know yet that the name belonged to a man with kind eyes and a brother made of frost. I didn’t know it would be the last word on a dying mouth, or that I’d spend the worst night of my life trying to convince a room full of killers I hadn’t put it there. That morning it was only a word, half-heard through cold glass, and the look on my husband’s face when he came back inside and set his phone screen-down on the counter and said, “Sorry, baby. Work,” and kissed my forehead, and lied to me as easily as drawing breath.

	I smiled at him. I said it was fine.

	That was the last lie I let him tell me without knowing it was one. I had six days left of not knowing. I just didn’t have the sense, yet, to be afraid.

	
TWO

	The Brotherhood

	TWO EVENINGS AFTER THAT LAST ORDINARY MORNING, Anton put me in a dress the color of dried blood and drove us out to Manhattan Beach, to the house where the pakhan kept his table.

	I’d been to the Morozov house a handful of times in four years, always at the edge of something — a christening, a wake, a winter feast — and it never stopped unsettling me, the way real money unsettles you when you grew up without any. From the street it was only a big house behind a high wall. Inside it was another country. Black marble and gold, oil paintings gone dark with a century of varnish, an icon in every room with a small red lamp burning beneath it, and over all of it the smell of Galina’s kitchen — roasting meat and dill and something sweet with cherries — laid over the colder, constant smell of the sea two streets off.

	Galina found me before Anton had his coat off. She was somewhere past seventy and built like a fist, white hair scraped back hard, a clean apron over good black wool, and she took my face in both flour-dusted hands and inspected me the way she always did, like she was checking me for fractures.

	“Too thin,” she pronounced, which was the whole neighborhood’s verdict on me. “You. Come. You eat before the men drink it all and start lying to each other.” She had half-raised both Morozov brothers after their mother died, and she ran that house the way a good charge nurse runs a floor — everyone, the pakhan included, did exactly what Galina said and went on believing it had been their own idea.

	There was something to celebrate that night, though no one said aloud what it was. That was how it worked. You toasted the thing without naming it. Anton had told me only that it was big — that the family had taken something that used to belong to someone else and made it theirs — and that the common fund was fatter tonight than it had been in years. He’d said it the way other men talk about a bonus.

	The long dining room filled with men I half-knew and wives I knew better, and the vodka came out cold from the freezer in unlabeled bottles, and the toasts began, and that was where you learned what these people actually worshipped. They drank to the brotherhood. They drank to the men inside — the ones in prison whose families ate and made rent because of the obshchak, the common purse every earner fed and no man living was permitted to touch. They drank to the code: the old thieves’ law that said your word and your loyalty were the one thing in this life that couldn’t be bought or sold, and that a man who stole from the brotherhood, or informed on it, had unmade himself — had stopped being a man at all and become something you put down. They drank, last and longest, to the pakhan.

	I’d been married into this world long enough to have seen Konstantin Morozov across a dozen rooms, and I had never once paid him much mind. He was not a man who asked to be looked at. That night I caught myself watching him anyway.

	He sat at the head of the table and said almost nothing, and the entire room arranged itself around his silence like filings around a magnet. Men who’d been loud lowered their voices when they drifted near him. Three seats down, a thick-necked captain was telling some story with his hands, and he kept cutting his eyes up the table to see whether the pakhan was listening, and when Morozov’s gaze moved to him once — briefly, incuriously — the man lost the thread of his own joke and had to laugh it off. It wasn’t fear, exactly. It was the older, colder thing that fear grows out of. He had a stillness that made the rest of the room look like it was fidgeting, silver coming in hard at his temples, and a face that gave you absolutely nothing back, and I understood for the first time that the quietest man at that table was the most dangerous thing in the house.

	A broad, watchful man stood at the pakhan’s right shoulder the whole evening and never once sat — Grisha, I’d hear him called, the pakhan’s shadow — and he read the room the way I read a patient’s color, scanning for the first sign of a turn before it showed.

	His brother was the opposite of all of it, in every way that counted, which is probably why I loved Misha a little — the easy way you come to love anyone who is kind to you in a place where kindness is rationed.

	Mikhail Morozov dropped into the empty chair beside me with a plate he’d built himself and slid half of it onto mine without asking. “Galina says you’re not eating. Galina is never wrong about anything. Eat, Tessa, or she has us both.”

	He was the only one of them who used my name — my real first name, not Belova, not Anton’s wife. He was a few years older than me and a full head shorter than his brother, and he’d been given their mother’s softness in the face, and he was the one who, three years back, had put my number into the burner phones and told the men that the little nurse from Coney Island had steadier hands than any doctor who’d take their cash. He treated me like a person because, I have come to think, he was the last entirely human thing in that family, and some part of him knew it and was trying to hold the line.

	We ate. He made me laugh — about Galina, about the captain who’d misplaced his punchline, about the open war among the wives over whose pelmeni were better and whose were a crime. And then, somewhere in the warmth of it, his face changed.

	“Can I ask you something.” It wasn’t really a question. He turned his glass a slow quarter-circle on the cloth and didn’t drink from it. “You see all of them. In the back room. They talk to you when they’re scared and bleeding — more than they talk to anyone.” His eyes flicked once down the table, and only much later did I understand he’d been checking the distance to Anton. “Has anyone said anything to you? About money. About coming up short.”

	I didn’t follow. “Short how?”

	“It’s probably nothing.” He smiled, and it stopped a little before the place a smile is supposed to reach. “I keep the fund. The obshchak. It’s my job — Kostya trusts me with it precisely because it’s the one thing I could never be tempted by. That’s his joke about me.” He turned the glass back the other way. “And the count has been wrong for three months. A little, then less of a little. Someone’s been careless.” A breath. “Or worse than careless. I’ve got it down to a short list now. A few more days and I’ll have the name. And then I have to carry it to my brother — and you know what that means, in this family. You know what he’ll have to do about it.”

	He looked at me then, and there was something almost like an apology in it, as though he were sorry to have set even the shadow of the thing down in front of me. “So I ask quietly first. Because the moment I say it out loud to Kostya, it stops being quiet, and a man dies for it. And I want to be sure.”

	I told him no one had said a word to me, which was true. I told him I’d tell him the second anyone did, which I meant. I did not know — I want that set down plainly, I did not know — that I was sitting beside a man holding a short list of names, and that one of those names was sleeping in my bed.

	When I looked up, Anton was watching the two of us from the foot of the table. He had a glass in his hand and a smile on his mouth, and his eyes were doing none of the things the smile was doing. Yelena sat at his elbow with her fingers resting light on his sleeve, leaning to murmur something at his ear, and he nodded without turning to her, still watching his brother lean in toward his wife, and a cold went down my spine that I blamed on the vodka.

	Across the table, once, the pakhan’s gaze moved — over Misha, over me, taking the measure of his brother’s

	
	
	
	images/image.jpeg
SACRIFICED TO THE

pidri il

AN AGE-GAP BRATVA ROMANCE

REYNA CALDER






