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Chapter One

 


Marina Russo killed the engine of her
blue Prius, but she
didn’t get out of the car immediately. After taking deep breaths,
she gazed at the bookshop across the street. She had trained her
mind to expect the worst. No broken windows or doors. She could
still see remnants of the red paint left behind by Aldo Romano’s
goons two months ago, paint she had furiously scrubbed away for
hours. No matter what she did, it never went away.

Grabbing her purse, Marina left her car to
open up Russo’s Books. After unlocking the front door,
she took a few moments to
inhale the smell of books. It was a scent she had loved ever since
she was a little girl, helping mind the bookstore with her father.
Just thinking about her old man wrangled a tiny sob from her
throat. She passed by familiar timber bookshelves, running her
fingers across the spines of her favorite classics, along the worn
but sturdy wood that had only aged gracefully over time.

Three months had passed since his
funeral, but grief continued to
linger in her heart like a growing parasite. He was all she had—but
her loving image of him was tainted by the knowledge he left her
the store and a mountain of debt to deal with. Marina let out a
sigh. She had to work to do.

She walked behind the cash register and
left her purse there. Marina was expecting a shipment
before lunch, but before
that, she had to check the inventory. She used to be able to afford
an assistant but now, she had to do everything herself. Not that
she was expecting any customers today.

Ever since Aldo Romano made it clear to
the rest of the business
community that Marina’s little bookshop was in trouble, Marina had
essentially become a pariah. She headed to the storeroom, not
expecting anyone to turn up that morning. With her tablet, she went
to work checking the store’s available stock.

“I don’t even know why I bother keeping this store running, Dad.
It’s just bleeding out money,” she whispered to herself. Tears
blurred in her eyes until she couldn’t see the tables on her
screen. She hastily wiped the tears away with the sleeve of her
shirt.

Marina knew the answer to her own
question. Her grandfather first opened this shop in the sixties. He then handed the keys
to the store to Marina’s father right after he passed away. Russo’s
Books was a family legacy, one she couldn’t wait to inherit when
she was growing up. She thought her father ran the store like a
tight ship. Only recently she realized he didn’t have his shit at
all.

“Why did you have to borrow money from Aldo
Romano, Dad? You
should’ve known better,” she whispered furiously to herself. Her
father should’ve known better than to trust the word of the
mafia.

Someone rang the bell at the cash register. A customer?
Marina wished she could afford cameras in the store so she could
view them right on her tablet or phone. Unfortunately, a proper
security system was way out of her budget. She had so many plans
for the store. Plans she’d never see come to life.

Marina left the storeroom. “Yes, can I
help you?” she
asked.

Seeing the bald, broad-shouldered man
wearing an ill-fitted suit made her stomach turn. She suddenly wished she stayed in the
storeroom. Vince Romano turned to regard her, a cigarette between
his lips. He smirked when he looked her up and down. Her skin
crawled.

Vince looked at her the way Aldo and his
other men did. Like merchandise or a piece of steak they wanted to devour. Marina
shouldn’t take it personally because the Romanos looked at all
women the same way. They thought they were the kings of this
neighborhood and could do whatever the hell they wanted. Well, that
was true enough. Marina couldn’t even go to the local cops for help
because they were under Aldo Romano’s payroll.

“You’re looking good, Marina,” Vince said,
flashing her his nicotine-stained teeth.

She wanted to slap his ugly face silly,
except where would that get her? Her father always said she was too feisty, too
stubborn for her own good. Qualities men didn’t particularly find
attractive in a wife. Not that Marina was interested in settling
down. Romance was out of the picture until she settled the problems
her old man left behind.

“What do you want, Vince?”
she asked.

Marina sounded tired to her ears. God. She was so sick of dealing
with this bullshit day in and day out. When Vince first paid her a
visit at her father’s funeral service to tell her about her
father’s debt to Aldo, she thought it was all a practical joke. It
wasn’t. Her life had become a living nightmare thanks to the man
she previously worshipped. A man she thought she knew but
apparently didn’t.

“Don’t be like that, Marina. You should
learn to be a little
nicer to me. After all, I’m Aldo’s right-hand man,” Vince said as
if that meant anything to her.

He approached her, then closed his big and
sweaty sausage fingers over her wrist and gave it a squeeze. Marina
immediately pulled away from his grip.

“Don’t you dare touch me, you brute,” she
hissed. He dropped his smile. They both knew it was an empty threat. Who would she go to,
the cops? Vince and Aldo knew she didn’t have any other family.
Marina kept to herself, so she didn’t have close friends to lean on
either. If something did happen to her, no one would mourn her
passing.

“Your monthly payment’s coming up,” he told
her. “But before that, Aldo wants to take you out for dinner.”

“My answer’s the same as last time. No. And
he’ll get his money,”
she said with her head held high. Marina kept her back and
shoulders straight. She refused to be cowed by Aldo’s goons, to
give in to their impossible demands. Her father always said she had
the heart of a lion, but this was all a front. She knew she could
never go head-to-head with a dangerous and manipulative bastard
like Aldo.

“You uppity bitch,” Vince told her with a
sneer. “You think you’re better than me, than all of us? Do you even know what we do
to women like you?”

Yes, I am, Marina thought to herself. She’d seen the women
who hung around with the Romanos on the news or on the newspapers.
They always looked drunk or drugged, like they couldn’t wait to
escape from reality. She shuddered at the thought of Aldo adding
her to his personal collection. Marina prided herself on being
strong, but Aldo was a monster. He’d eventually reduce her to
nothing.

“Why don’t you tell me?” Marina crossed her
arms over her chest.

She noticed Vince’s gaze hover
on her breasts for a second.
Then he flashed her his hideous smile again. Goosebumps appeared
over the skin of her arms. She didn’t need to be a mind reader to
know what kind of thoughts went on in his head.

“Why spoil the fun now? You’ll just have to
find out for yourself.” Vince smirked.

He leaned against the counter and his jacket parted. Spotting
the revolver tucked in his belt, she sucked in a breath. He wanted
her to see his gun. To tell her he had all the power in this
situation. Marina never stood a chance. She never did. Even if
Vince didn’t bring any weapons with him, he’d be able to overpower
her in seconds. It’d be like fighting a grizzly.

She let out a sigh of relief as he walked
to the door, but he had
one last thing to say.

“I’ll tell you this. Once Aldo is done with
you, me and the other men? We don’t mind playing with his sloppy
seconds. Make sure you send the money on time. You don’t want that interest to build
up.”

Vince slammed the door
behind him so hard, it
rattled. Marina started to shake. She held herself well in front of
Vince, pretended his words had no effect on her, but that was a
complete lie. Needing to sit down, Marina slid to the floor. She
drew her knees to her chest and stared at the varnished hardwood
floors. Awful images of what would happen to her once Aldo got his
grubby hands on her played through her head like a film
reel.

Marina felt sick to the stomach. She wanted to throw up, but she
didn’t want to leave the store unattended again. What if the moment
she turned her back, Vince would creep up behind her and render her
unconscious?

“God, Marina. Your
imagination’s getting
the better of you,” she whispered to herself.

Marina counted to ten in her head to calm
down. When that didn’t
work, she tried a hundred. Slowly, she stopped shaking and got to
her feet. The door opened again. Her heart was in her throat, but
it was only a mother and her kid. The woman flashed her a
smile.

“Do you sell children’s books?”
she asked.

Marina felt herself nod. She directed the
woman to the children’s section of the store. A proper customer. It had been ages since she
had one. Marina returned behind the counter and took out her wallet
from her purse. She had one picture there. That of her dad and her,
standing outside the store.

She looked so young in that
picture, even though it
had only been taken one year ago. Marina held the keys to the
store, and she was smiling so widely, it looked like she won the
lottery. She remembered that day vividly. They’d asked a stranger
to take this picture. Marina wanted to immortalize the moment her
father handed the keys of the business to her.

She pulled out the picture to examine it closer, but something
else fell out from a wallet. A business card. She picked it up,
heart racing. Marina forgot about the picture altogether. She ran
her fingers over the name embossed on the matte black
card.

“Pavel Kotov,” she whispered his name
so softly, as if she was
terrified someone else would hear her.

Marina had almost forgotten. She hadn’t
seen Pavel in years, but
he turned up at her dad’s funeral. Marina could barely recognize
him. The boy she dated in college had turned into a stranger. A
monster wearing human skin. His name and that of his brother’s
frequently came out in the papers as much as the
Romanos.

When Marina’s dad found out she had gone out on a few dates with
someone from the Bratva, he lost his shit. Her father was a quiet
man. Carlo Russo seldom lost his temper with her, but that day, she
saw a side of him she never thought existed.

She didn’t need him to tell him
tangling with a man like
Pavel was dangerous. Marina had known deep down that she’d been
dancing with the devil. She’d been wild back then. Adventurous and
carefree. Marina hadn’t been weighed down by grief, debt or
crushing responsibility.

“If you need
anything,
call me,” Marina
remembered Pavel telling her at the service. Aldo’s goons had given
Pavel and his men wide breadth, as if they didn’t want trouble.
Back then, her mind had been clouded. Marina felt like she was
moving through a dream during the entire time. Part of her refused
to believe her father was gone.

“Excuse me, miss? We’d like to purchase
these books,” a voice
interrupted.

“Sorry, of course,” Marina blurted. She
rang up their items. Once they left, she stared at the card in her
hand again and
swallowed. Was she truly considering asking Pavel for help? Going
to him would be the equivalent of playing with fire, but the only
way to beat one monster was to bring a bigger and meaner one to the
ring. With shaking hands, she dialed his number.

 



Chapter Two

 


“What do you want to do, boss?” Yuri asked
Pavel.

Pavel took a sip of his coffee spiked with vodka before answering.
He wasn’t the boss, not really. On his deathbed, his father, the
previous Pakhan of the Kotov Family, handed the reins of the family
business to his younger brother Viktor. Pavel had resented Viktor
for that for the longest time. Only lately, he’d reconciled with
the fact their father didn’t make that decision lightly. Their old
man wanted Pavel and Viktor to watch each other’s backs. Full
stop.

Right now, Yuri,
Aleksander, and Motya
looked to him for answers. Answers he couldn’t give them right
away. Viktor usually had the final word when it came to incidents
like these, but Viktor wasn’t here. He’d taken his wife and kids on
a much-needed vacation to the Bahamas. Viktor had left Pavel in
charge, and he wasn’t about to screw this up by making a rash
decision.

Pavel glanced at the damage done to the
club. Shattered glass and splinters littered the floor. In the
daylight, it was easier to see the occasional smears of blood on
the floor and walls. Pavel approached the closest wall and ran his fingers over the
small grooves left there by a couple of stray bullets. According to
his adoptive sister Katya, there were a few casualties last night.
No one had died and the customers who witnessed the kerfuffle were
paid to keep their mouths shut. Even if one of them was stupid
enough to tattle to the cops, the cops were on the Family’s
payroll.

Either way, how the fuck did this even
happen? The Romanos usually stuck to their side of their city.
Those assholes knew that crossing the Kotov Bratva came
with consequences. Did Aldo
know Pavel was in charge? Was that why he sent his men to one of
their clubs? To see how Pavel would react? His temper spiked. His
first instinct was always to throw a punch or shoot
someone.

Violence had always been his answer
to everything, even when he was
an angry boy trying to find his place in the world.

You’re a brute, brother. That’s
why I’m the Pakhan. Viktor once uttered those careless words to him in a fit of
anger, but they were true anyway.

Pavel took deep breaths. Did the other lieutenants expect him to
lose his temper right here and now? He clenched his fists by his
side and faced his men. “Any of the girls hurt?” he
asked.

“No. The bouncers got them out before the
shooting started,” Motya
answered.

“I want to see the security feed,” he said.

Yuri pulled out a small tablet from his
coat pocket. He swiped at the screen a few times before handing it
to Pavel. He played the video. Pavel recognized Vince Romano,
Aldo’s cousin, entering
the strip club with four of his men. Two of the bouncers barred
them entry. Shouting ensued. Pavel fast-forwarded the video to the
part where Vince made the mistake of grabbing one of their dancer’s
asses. Chaos followed.

“Two of the security guards
wound up at the
hospital. They’re in critical condition. Four customers were caught
in the shooting, but they sustained minor injuries,” Aleksander
informed him.

“And how many of them did we get?”
he demanded.

Yuri smirked. “Two dead. Aldo and his
three remaining friends
ran out of here like headless chickens.”

There weren’t any bodies in the club,
which told Pavel one of his lieutenants had sent for a clean-up
crew. “Aleksander, go to the funeral home. If they
haven’t burned the
bodies, I want you to cut off a piece from each one. Put them in a
box and send them to Aldo’s personal home,” Pavel said.

“Is that wise?” Aleksander asked. The other
man didn’t flinch when Pavel fisted his shirt and jerked him
close.

“I give the orders here,” he hissed through
his teeth.

“For now,” Aleksander
agreed.

Pavel was tempted to punch the smug
bastard’s face until his teeth were gone, but he reeled in his
temper. Pavel had known Aleksander ever since he was a boy.
Aleksander’s father and
grandfather had served Pavel’s father and grandfather. The other
lieutenant was loyal to the bone, and he had the unpleasant task of
cleaning up the Family’s messes. Aleksander also had a soft spot
for Katya. Maybe
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