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“What’s Mine”

Nikolai

The man kneeling in front of me used to call me brother.

Blood dripped from his split lip onto the concrete floor of the warehouse, one drop at a time, slow as a clock counting down something that couldn’t be stopped. Behind him, Dmitri stood with his arms crossed, waiting for my signal. He always waited. That was the difference between a man who served me and a man who thought he could take from me — Dmitri knew the line. Yuri, on his knees, had forgotten it.

The warehouse smelled like rust and diesel and old river water, the kind of smell that clung to the back of your throat long after you left. Outside, Lake Michigan threw a hard wind against the corrugated walls, and somewhere above us a loose panel of siding banged in time with it, over and over, patient as a metronome. Nobody in the room flinched at the sound anymore. We’d all been here too many times.

“Two hundred thousand,” I said. My voice didn’t rise. It never needed to. “That’s what you skimmed off the shipment. Two hundred thousand you thought I wouldn’t notice, because you’ve known me since we were boys running numbers on Halsted Street, and you thought that meant something.”

“Nikolai—” His voice cracked on my name.

“It means something,” I said. “It means I trusted you. That’s the only reason you’re still breathing.”

I crouched down so we were eye level. This close, I could smell the fear coming off him, sour and animal. Good. Fear was honest. Fear didn’t lie to your face and smile while it did.

“You remember my father,” I said, quieter now, because quiet was worse than shouting and Yuri knew it. “You remember what he did to men who lied to him. I’m not him. I never wanted to be him. But I learned one thing at that man’s knee that I’ve never let go of — a debt doesn’t disappear because you’re too much of a coward to pay it. It just grows teeth.”

“I was going to pay it back,” Yuri said, the words tumbling out fast now, desperate. “I swear to God, Nikolai, I was going to put it back before you even — my sister needed the surgery, I didn’t know who else to—”

“You could have come to me.” For the first time, something like genuine disappointment moved under the anger. “You’ve known me since we were nine years old stealing cigarettes off the corner store rack. If your sister needed money, you ask me. You don’t steal from me and hope I don’t notice. That’s not desperation, Yuri. That’s disrespect.”

He didn’t have an answer for that, because there wasn’t one. We both knew it.

“Here’s what happens now,” I said. “You’re going to pay it back. Every dollar. And you’re going to remember, every single day for the rest of your life, that I found out. That there is nowhere you can hide something from me that I don’t eventually find. Not money. Not secrets. Not people.”

I stood, straightened my jacket, and looked at Dmitri. “Break the hand he signed the ledger with. Leave the rest of him alone.”

Yuri started sobbing before Dmitri even moved. I didn’t watch. I never watched the parts that didn’t matter. I’d already gotten what I came for — the debt acknowledged, the lesson delivered. The rest was just noise, the kind of noise that would travel through every crew in the city by morning, a story told in whispers: Rostov found out, and Rostov didn’t kill him, but no one will ever call that mercy.

I walked out into the Chicago night, the cold biting through my coat, and I let myself breathe for the first time in an hour. Behind me the door groaned shut on its old hinges, muffling the sound that followed, and I didn’t look back. I never looked back. Looking back was for men who doubted their decisions, and I hadn’t doubted a decision in years.

This is who I am. I don’t forgive. I don’t forget. And nothing that belongs to me — not money, not loyalty, not a single thing I’ve claimed as mine — stays lost for long. I built an empire out of that one unbending rule. My father built his empire on fear and lost it because he let the wrong people get close, because he mistook cruelty for control and control for love, until the day three bullets in a parking garage taught him the difference too late to matter. I built mine on certainty. I never let anyone close enough to lose.

Except once.

The memory came the way it always did — uninvited, unwelcome, and impossible to put down once it started. A ballroom on Valentine’s night, a masquerade of masks and money, a room full of people I despised and one woman I couldn’t stop watching.

I’d gone to that gala because Dmitri insisted appearances mattered, that a man building the kind of legitimacy I wanted needed to be seen shaking hands with judges and senators’ wives under crystal chandeliers instead of only in warehouses under bad fluorescent light. I’d stood at the edge of the room for the better part of an hour, bored, half-listening to a city councilman explain zoning laws I had no interest in, when the doors opened and she walked in.

Red dress. Dark hair loose over one shoulder. A mask that covered half her face and did nothing to hide the way she looked at me like I was a puzzle she wanted to solve instead of a monster she should have run from.

I remember crossing the room without deciding to. I remember the way she didn’t step back when I stopped in front of her, didn’t do the small polite retreat every other woman in that room performed on instinct around me, some animal sense telling them what I was even through the charm I could put on like a second suit when it suited me. She’d just tilted her head, studying me from behind that mask, and said something dry and unimpressed about men who thought silence made them interesting.

I’d laughed. Genuinely laughed, which almost never happened at those things.

We’d talked for an hour that felt like ten minutes. Danced once, badly, both of us too stubborn to admit we didn’t know the steps. And later — much later, after the gala thinned out and the night turned into something neither of us pretended not to want — I’d taken her back to my hotel and spent the kind of night with her that I still, seven months on, hadn’t managed to fully put down.

She hadn’t known who I was that night. Not really. Not until morning, when she’d looked at the men outside my door, the guns under their jackets, the careful way they didn’t quite meet her eyes — and she’d understood exactly what kind of man she’d let inside her.

She’d left before I woke.

No note. No number. Nothing but the ghost of her perfume on my sheets and a hole in my chest I didn’t have a name for, because nothing had ever walked out on me before. Not like that. Not without permission. I’d lain there for a long moment that morning, staring at the ceiling, telling myself it didn’t matter, that I’d barely known her, that a name whispered between masks over one reckless night meant nothing at all. I’d almost believed it.

I’d had men search for her for three weeks. Hotels, event guest lists, car services, every scrap of the city that might have touched her that night. She’d vanished like she’d never existed at all, and eventually I told myself it didn’t matter. Women came and went. I had an empire to run, a war with the Kozlovs simmering under the surface, captains to keep in line. I didn’t have time to chase a ghost in a red dress.

I told myself that for seven months. I told myself that on the nights I woke up reaching for a warmth that wasn’t there. I told myself that every time a woman in a red dress walked past me at some function and my pulse spiked for half a second before reason caught up and reminded me she wasn’t the one I was looking for.

I was still telling myself that when my phone rang forty minutes ago, and a voice I paid very well to know things told me my ghost had a name, a hiding place three states away — and a son.

My son.

I’d made the man repeat it. Made him say the words again slower, because the first time they hadn’t landed right, hadn’t made sense against everything I’d built my understanding of the last seven months on. A son. Three months old. Born in a small hospital under a name that wasn’t hers, with no father listed on the birth certificate, no family present, nothing but a woman alone doing something that should never have been done alone.

I stood on the sidewalk outside the warehouse with the wind cutting through Chicago and I felt something in my chest crack open, old and rusted, like a door that hadn’t moved in years. Rage. Disbelief. And underneath both of those, something rawer, something I didn’t examine too closely because I already knew what it would tell me.

She hadn’t been running from someone else. She’d been running from me.

She’d carried my child alone. Hidden him. Built a life without me in it, as if I were a threat to be managed instead of the man who put that child inside her. Every version of her I’d constructed to make sense of her disappearance — the fling who’d used me for a story, the woman who’d gone back to some ordinary life with some ordinary man — every one of those versions was a lie I’d told myself because the truth was worse. The truth was she’d looked at me, at everything I was, and decided I was too dangerous to let near my own child.

I thought about Yuri, kneeling on that concrete floor, believing for one stupid moment that he could take something from me and I wouldn’t come looking. Two hundred thousand dollars. That was what Yuri thought he could get away with stealing. She’d taken something I couldn’t put a number on at all.

Everyone learns eventually. I don’t forgive. I don’t forget. And nothing that’s mine stays lost for long.

I pulled out my phone and called my pilot.

“Have the jet ready within the hour,” I said. “We’re going to get my son.”

I paused, and for the first time in seven months, I let myself say her name out loud, testing the shape of it in my mouth the way you test a wound to see if it still hurts.

“And I’m going to get her too. Whether she wants to come or not.”

No one walks away from Nikolai Rostov twice.
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"The Life I Built"

Sienna

My son laughed for the first time yesterday.

It was such a small thing — a startled, gurgling sound at the way I’d wiggled his stuffed rabbit above his face — but I’d cried anyway, right there on the nursery floor, because I never thought I’d get to hear it. Not like this. Not safe. Not free. I’d sat there for a long time afterward with him in my lap, replaying the sound, memorizing it the way you memorize anything you’re afraid might not last.

Seven months ago I was a woman with a different name, sitting in a penthouse I didn’t belong in, falling for a man I had no business wanting. Now I was Sienna Marsh — not my real name, but close enough that I never stumbled over it — living in a rented two-bedroom outside a small town in Wisconsin, doing remote bookkeeping for a firm that didn’t ask too many questions about my references, or my gaps in employment, or why a woman with a finance degree from a good school was content to work quietly from a laptop at a kitchen table instead of climbing some ladder in a city.

I told myself every single day that I’d done the right thing.

I believed it most mornings, when the light came in soft through the kitchen window and Sasha’s babbling filled the little house with a sound that felt like proof I’d built something real out of nothing. It was the nights that got harder — the ones where I lay awake replaying the moment I’d looked at the two men waiting outside his hotel room door, the guns barely hidden under their jackets, and understood with total clarity what kind of man I’d spent the night with. What kind of danger I’d let myself want.

I hadn’t known, that first night. How could I have known? He’d been a stranger in a mask, charming and commanding and impossible to look away from, and I’d let myself have one reckless night before real life swallowed me again. It was only in the morning, watching him give orders to armed men like it was as natural as ordering coffee, that the pieces clicked into place. Nikolai Rostov. I’d heard the name whispered at that gala like a warning, the kind of name society women traded in low voices behind champagne flutes, half thrilled and half afraid to be standing anywhere near it.

I’d left before he woke up. Dressed in the bathroom in the dark so the light under the door wouldn’t wake him, carried my heels in one hand down a hallway that felt a mile long, and didn’t breathe right again until I was three blocks from the hotel with the cold morning air burning my lungs. I told myself it was self-preservation. Smart. The only sane choice for a woman with no family, no protection, and no interest in becoming someone’s liability, someone’s leverage, someone’s problem to manage.

Three weeks later, two blue lines on a test told me I hadn’t left in time.

I sat on the edge of a gas station bathroom sink for twenty minutes that day, staring at that little plastic stick, running through every possible version of what came next. I could still see the calculations I’d made, cold and clear, the way you make decisions when panic hasn’t caught up to logic yet: I could tell him. I could not tell him. I could disappear so completely that telling him would never even become a choice I had to face.

I’d thought about telling him. God, I’d thought about it more times than I could count, in the early months when the fear was sharpest and the loneliest, when I’d lie awake with one hand on my stomach and imagine dialing a number I didn’t even have, imagining what his voice would sound like hearing the words. But every time I imagined it, I saw those men outside the door again. I saw the world he lived in — a world where love came with armed guards and old scores got settled in warehouses, a world where a child of his would never just be a child, but a target, a weapon, a piece on someone else’s chessboard.

I decided my son would never be a piece on anyone’s chessboard. Not while I had breath in my body.

So I ran. I changed my name, cut every card and account that could be traced, and drove until Illinois plates felt like a lifetime ago. I had him alone in a small hospital two states away, with no one holding my hand, gripping the rail of the bed so hard my knuckles went white, and when they put him on my chest for the first time and I looked down into a face that was unmistakably his father’s — the same dark, unreadable eyes, already fixed and serious in a way newborns weren’t supposed to be — I named him Sasha because it was the one thing I let myself keep of Nikolai without keeping Nikolai himself.

Some days the loneliness was a physical weight, something I carried in my chest like a stone through the grocery store, through bath time, through the long stretch of evenings after Sasha went down and the little house went quiet enough that I could hear my own heartbeat. But I’d look at my son’s face — his father’s dark eyes, my stubborn chin — and I’d remind myself: this is what safety looks like. This is what love looks like, when it means giving something up instead of keeping it.

I was folding laundry when the knock came.

Three sharp raps, not the soft knuckle-tap of a neighbor and not the brisk double-knock of a delivery. I froze with one of Sasha’s onesies still in my hands, every nerve in my body going taut at once. I’d lived seven months learning to read the sound of danger the way other people read weather, cataloguing every unfamiliar car on the street, every stranger who lingered a beat too long outside the daycare I never actually used because I couldn’t stand to leave him with anyone, and this sounded like danger.

I crossed to the window instead of the door, moving on instinct, low and quiet the way I’d taught myself without ever admitting why. Black SUV at the curb, engine still running, exhaust curling white in the cold. A man in a dark coat standing on my porch, broad-shouldered, still, patient in a way that made my skin crawl — the patience of someone who knew he had all the time in the world because you weren’t going anywhere.

My heart slammed so hard I thought I might be sick. I pressed a hand flat against the wall to steady myself, the laundry basket forgotten at my feet.

I thought about the back door. I thought about the woods behind the house, the neighbor two lots down who’d once mentioned a car I could borrow if I ever needed it. I thought about Sasha asleep in his crib down the hall, three months old and utterly unaware that the life I’d built for him out of secrecy and small mercies might be collapsing in real time, one knock at a time, right on schedule with every fear I’d carried since the day I saw those two lines.

I didn’t run. Running with a sleeping infant through a Wisconsin winter wasn’t a plan, it was a way to get us both killed by the cold before anyone else had the chance. I made myself breathe. I made myself walk to the door like a woman with nothing to hide, even though every part of me was screaming to do the opposite.

I opened the door four inches, chain still latched, and looked up into a face that was not Nikolai’s — but might as well have been, for how much my stomach dropped. Something in the set of his jaw, the flat, assessing way his eyes moved over me, told me exactly what world he came from.

“Sienna,” the man said. Not a question. He knew exactly who I was. “Or should I say — Sienna Marsh.”

“You have the wrong house,” I said, my voice steadier than I felt, my hand tightening on the edge of the door.

“I don’t.” His eyes flicked past me, into the shadowed hallway, toward the sound — faint, unmistakable — of a baby beginning to stir. Something shifted in his expression, not quite kindness, but not cruelty either. Recognition, maybe. “Mr. Rostov sends his regards. He’ll be here himself within the day.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. Within the day. Not if he finds out. Not someday, maybe. He already knew. He was already coming.

“You should get some rest,” the man said, almost gently, as if that made any of this less terrifying. “It’s a long drive from Chicago. He won’t be in a patient mood.”

“Tell him—” My voice caught. I didn’t even know what I meant to say. Tell him I’m sorry? Tell him to stay away? Neither felt true, and both felt like surrender.

The man waited a moment, as if genuinely curious what I’d finish the sentence with. When I said nothing more, he gave a short nod, the kind that wasn’t quite respect but wasn’t disrespect either, and turned back toward the SUV.

I shut the door. Latched the chain, the deadbolt, both locks with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking. Then I walked straight to Sasha’s room, lifted him out of his crib before he’d even finished waking, and held him against my chest like my arms alone could keep the world from reaching him.

“It’s okay,” I whispered, into his soft dark hair, rocking without meaning to. “It’s okay, baby. Mama’s got you.”

I didn’t believe it. Not for one second. But I said it anyway, because some lies you tell so the person you love doesn’t hear how scared you actually are. I stood there in the dim nursery for a long time, swaying on instinct, my mind racing through every version of tomorrow I might survive.

Outside, I heard the SUV’s engine start, then fade down the street. Not gone. Just retreating to wherever they’d be watching from until he arrived.

I carried Sasha to the window and looked out at the empty street, the porch light throwing a small circle of gold onto the snow, and for one unguarded moment I let myself remember the way Nikolai had looked at me across that ballroom — like I was the only thing in the room worth looking at. It hadn’t felt like danger, that night. It had felt like being seen for the first time in my life.

I hated how much a part of me still wanted to feel that again, even now. Even with everything I knew.

The life I’d built — the careful, quiet, hidden life — was already over. I just hadn’t packed anything yet.
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"The Debt She Owes Me"

Nikolai

Dmitri stood across the desk from me, delivering the report like a man defusing a bomb, choosing each word with more care than he’d used in years. He’d worked for me since we were both too young to legally hold the guns we carried, and in all that time I’d rarely seen him this careful about how he handled me.

“She had him alone,” he said. “No family present. No one on record as next of kin. She’s been working as a bookkeeper under the name Sienna Marsh for a firm out of Green Bay. Rent paid in cash. No credit cards in her name. She built a ghost of a life, Nikolai. Whoever helped her disappear knew what they were doing.”

“No one helped her,” I said. “She did this herself.”

I said it flatly, but the words cost me more than I let show. Seven months. Seven months of assuming she’d simply used me for one reckless night and vanished back into whatever life she’d come from — a life with someone else in it, maybe, a life that made more sense than mine. I’d built a version of her in my head to make the humiliation bearable. A woman who wanted a story to tell her friends about the dangerous stranger at the masquerade, and nothing more. It had been easier to be angry at a woman like that than to imagine the truth.

I had been wrong. She hadn’t been running toward anyone else’s arms.

She’d been running from mine.

That understanding sat in my chest like a stone, heavier with every second. Because it meant every conclusion I’d drawn about her was built on a lie I’d told myself, and it meant the fury I’d been nursing for months — the fury I’d used to justify not looking harder — had been aimed in the wrong direction the entire time. I’d let myself believe she was careless with what happened between us so I wouldn’t have to consider the alternative: that she’d looked at everything I was and decided it was too dangerous to let anywhere near a child.

“There’s something else,” Dmitri said.

I looked up.

“The Kozlovs have ears everywhere right now. If this took my people three weeks to find, it will take theirs longer — but not forever. Not if a Rostov child exists to be used as leverage.” He hesitated, choosing his next words even more carefully than the last. “You should consider whether announcing yourself at her door draws more attention than it prevents.”

“I’m not asking anyone’s permission to see my son,” I said, and the words came out harder than I meant them to, sharp enough that Dmitri’s jaw tightened but he didn’t back down. He never did. It was the reason I trusted him with things I trusted no one else with.

“I’m not suggesting you ask permission. I’m suggesting you think before you knock down a door in a quiet Wisconsin town with three armed men behind you. You want her to trust you eventually. That’s not how you start.”

He wasn’t wrong, and that was the maddening part of having a consigliere who’d known me since we were sixteen — he told me the truth even when I wanted to put my fist through a wall instead of hearing it. I’d built my entire reputation on never being questioned, and Dmitri was the one man alive who still did it anyway, because he understood the difference between loyalty and flattery better than anyone I’d ever met.

“Fine,” I said. “One man goes ahead. Warns her I’m coming. Gives her the night to understand there’s no version of this where she runs again.”

“And you?”

“I fly out within the hour.”

Dmitri studied me for a long moment, the way he did when he was deciding whether to say something he knew I didn’t want to hear. He said it anyway. He always did.

“You’re angrier about the seven months than you are about the child,” he said. “I understand why. But when you walk through that door, she needs to see a father. Not a man settling a score.”

I didn’t answer him, because he was right, and because some truths I wasn’t ready to hold up to the light in front of another person. I turned to the window instead, looking out over a city I’d spent fifteen years bending to my will, brick by brick, body by body, until no one dared take anything from me without paying for it in full. The skyline glittered against a sky the color of a bruise, and somewhere out there my son was three months old and had never once heard my voice.

She owed me seven months. Seven months of a life I should have been part of — the sound of my son’s first cry, the sight of him sleeping, every small ordinary miracle a father was supposed to witness and that I’d been robbed of because a woman decided, on her own, that I wasn’t safe enough to trust with the truth. I thought of every version of that decision I might have deserved — a phone call, a letter, even a single warning before she vanished — and found none of them had come.

That debt didn’t have a number attached to it. Money couldn’t buy back time. But she was going to understand, in exhaustive detail, exactly what she’d taken from me — and exactly how thoroughly I intended to make sure it never happened again.

I thought of her in red, that Valentine’s night, looking at me like I was something worth wanting instead of something to survive. I remembered the sound of her laugh, low and a little surprised at herself, like she hadn’t expected to enjoy my company as much as she did. I thought of the way she’d left without a word, and the seven months of silence that followed, and the cold, complete way I’d shut the door on ever feeling that particular kind of wanting again.

I hadn’t shut it well enough. That was becoming clear the closer my plane got to wheels-up. Every mile between Chicago and that quiet Wisconsin street felt like it was pulling something loose in my chest that I’d spent seven months welding shut.

“Have the estate ready,” I told Dmitri. “The nursery too. I don’t care what it takes — have it ready before we land back in Chicago.”

“You’re already assuming she’s coming with you.”

“She is.” I said it the way I said everything I’d already decided. Final. Non-negotiable. “She doesn’t know it yet. But she is.”

“And if she fights you on it?”

“Then she fights me on it,” I said. “That changes nothing about the outcome. It only changes how long it takes to get there.”

Dmitri didn’t look convinced that was the right approach, but he also knew better than to keep pushing once I’d made a decision final. He gathered his files, paused at the door, and looked back at me with an expression I didn’t often see on him — something almost like concern, for me instead of for the operation.

“Whatever she is to






























