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Dedication

This one’s to my team and everyone in the Rockin’ Readers Fan group who said Maksim needed a book. Enjoy!


Author Note

This is the fourth Mafia Royals Romance standalone; I know you probably already know that since you picked up this book, but hey, let’s just repeat it again! ;) If you recognize some of the names in this book, it’s because back in 2010, I wrote a series called Eagle Elite, and the parents in this series are the OG’s of Eagle Elite. That series got extremely long (as you can imagine), so I decided we needed fresh blood back at Eagle Elite University, and that started with Ruthless Princess and continues the saga with Scandalous Prince and Destructive King and now drumroll Fallen Royal.

If you are an EE fan, then this is the part where you may nerd out and want a family tree; I have that on the very next page, NEVER FEAR! If you’re new, just scroll on by, it won’t matter to you, haha, and you’ll be like yeah, I don’t care. And you don’t NEED to know any backstory, because again, this is a new series (do you like how I keep repeating that), oh by the way, it’s a new series.

So if you’ve made it this far, this is the part where I tell you what I always tell you, and that’s that this book is very different from the others in a way that’s unique to Maksim and his journey.

This book will make you laugh because Maksim has such an amazing personality. You might shed a few tears in between—going, what the heck am I reading? I’m not gonna lie a few times, I was like, what the heck am I writing?

This book stretched me probably more than any other book I’ve written since Elude. I’m so proud of the finished product and can’t wait for you to read it!

 

Up Until Now Review…

Junior and Serena almost died for their love, total enemies to lovers romance where bad things happen, but in the end, they survive. As all of the second-generation young adults are at Eagle Elite, they soon realize that someone wants to kill them—and they’re out for blood, sending anything from bombs to warnings like white stuffed horses. Valerian and Violet are also together, and he’s now taken over as the boss of another family. Ash’s book focuses on his emotions after being threatened with his fiancé all over again, which brings us to Maksim and Izzy, our fun-loving science and math nerds, as Maksim tries to pull the pieces back together—he just might have to get his hands covered in blood to do it.


Who’s Who in the Cosa Nostra

Nixon and Trace Abandonato. Nixon is the boss of the Abandonato Family; he’s a bit psycho, has a lip ring, and in his mid-forties, looks like a freaking badass. Think if Jason Momoa and Channing Tatum had a baby. SURPRISE, Nixon! Trace is the love of his life. Nixon’s daughter, Serena, is his pride and joy; she’s the heir to his throne and in love with Junior Nicolasi. His adopted son Dom is ten years older than Serena. At thirty and married to Tanit, he’s ready to step in if he needs to, but he really doesn’t want to, not that he’s thinking about a family of his own. Nixon’s youngest, Bella, was a most welcome surprise.

Phoenix and Bee Nicolasi (formerly De Lange) have one son, Junior, and he’s everything. The same age as Serena, he has only ever had one thing on his mind. Her. And now he has her. Pursuing her was like signing his own death sentence. The one rule that the bosses gave all the cousins, all the kids, no dating each other, it complicates things. They all took a blood oath. But he risked it all, for just one taste—and is still here to tell about it (Ruthless Princess).

Which brings us to Chase and Luciana Abandonato; their love story is one for the ages. He had Violet first, gorgeous, Violet Emiliana Abandonato, now married to her own boss Valerian Petrov (Scandalous Prince). And then he had twins, God help him. Asher (Marco) and Izzy. All are attending Eagle Elite University. Violet is more into books than people. And the twins… well, they are polar opposites. While Izzy is quiet and reserved, taking after her uncle Sergio in the tech support part of the mafia, Asher was an assassin at age twelve. He takes care of everyone even though he’s younger than Serena and Junior. Falling in love with Annie has made his protective streak even stronger. And don’t forget the baby of the family, Ariel, who everyone dotes on.

Tex and Mo Campisi. He’s the godfather of this joint, gorgeous, he’s a gentle giant unless he’s pissed, and his wife, Mo, is just as violent as he is. They have two sons, Breaker and King. Breaker, their adoptive son, is really Valerian Petrov. He just took over as the boss of the Petrov (Russian) Family, releasing Andrei Petrov Sinacore from that role. He’s now married to Violet Abandonato, the love of his life (Scandalous Prince). On the other hand, King is vying for top whore at Eagle Elite University, going as far as to seduce his own older… tutor (that he doesn’t need).

Sergio and Valentina are also Abandonatos. While Val is quiet and reserved, Sergio is the resident doctor of the Families. He’s also really into tech and loves spying on people. They have two gorgeous daughters. Kartini has her daddy wrapped around her little finger. He just hopes he survives her first year of college without shooting one of her boyfriends like her newest obsession Tank De Lange. With Lydia, he knows she can take care of herself. She already beat up the class bully, making Sergio quite proud.

Dante and El don’t have things easier; they’re one of the younger mafia families, he’s the head of the Alfero Family. And he has two twin girls at age eleven who are making him pull his hair out. Raven and Tempest are adorable, but they’re feisty like their mom. He lets them have more screen time than he should, but they say he’s their favorite in the world, sooooo… he lets it pass.

Andrei and Alice have been through a lot. Their name single-handedly brought the Russian Mafia into the Italian fold then successfully handed over the Russian throne to the true rightful heir, Valerian. Andrei is both Petrov and Sinacore, meaning that the oldest Italian mafia family is now part of the Cosa Nostra. Forever and will stay that way if he has anything to say about it. Their son’s name is Maksim, and weirdly enough, he’s a total flirt; he takes nothing seriously but can flip a switch in a minute if someone he loves is threatened. Anya is his little sister, and he would do anything for her; she seems fragile but studies Krav Maga, so nobody messes with her.

These are the Families of the Cosa Nostra.

Welcome to the Family.

Blood in. No out.


Mafia Royals

Royal Bully (Asher & Claire’s story)

Royal Bully is a prequel novella that is FREE Everywhere!

Ruthless Princess (Serena & Junior’s story)

Scandalous Prince (Breaker & Violet’s story)

Destructive King (Asher & Annie’s story)

Mafia King (Tank & Kartini’s story)

Fallen Royal (Maksim & Izzy’s Story)

Broken Crown (King’s story)


Prologue

“Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing, doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.” —Edgar Allan Poe

Maksim

I fell in love with her when it was right. We were throwing mud, she got some in my eyes, and I was convinced that I was going to go blind at eleven. So I chased her.

She threw more mud and said, literally—“you’ll survive.”

Also at eleven, I milked my first goat with her.

She loved it.

So did I. Because I was with her because our parents were trying to give us normal in a world where normal wasn’t a word that could ever be used.

My goat at the time decided to strike and kicked me, leaving me running around screaming like a little bitch.

“They’re the devil!” I yelled.

She helped me.

We laughed.

And I knew.

I just knew.

Any girl who could survive a scandal like goat gate was a winner.

But I also knew the rules our parents—the bosses—had given us.

No dating within the Families.

It could potentially cause too much turmoil.

It could cause death.

War.

And I tried.

I really did.

I tried to stay away from her. Knew my love for her could hurt her, hurt us. I could hurt us.

So, I became what she needed, even what I needed to stay sane.

And then, one day, it all changed. One day I was given a shit choice. I didn’t tell a soul.

I just got on a plane.

I did the job just as her father ordered me to.

And that’s where my story with Izzy Abandonato ends and begins.

With my lie.

Her truth.

Our pain intertwined.

I killed for them.

I nearly died for them.

And it wasn’t until that first drop of blood fell that they all realized how good I was at it.

And despite my earlier qualms… it felt good…

Right.

Incredible.

My job wasn’t to save lives.

It was to end them.

I just never realized I’d be damned in the process.

You want to know my story?

Hers?

Ours?

Then start at the beginning when everything went to shit.

And I killed my own love story with their bullet.
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Six months previous…

 

“I don’t think I can do what he’s asking me.” I start to count down from ten and take a deep breath.

Nine. Nikolai, otherwise known as The Doctor to both the Russian and Italian mafia Families, is pacing in front of me.

I use his pacing as a way to even my breathing. I count his steps; I feel better when I count.

Eight. Nikolai holds his Makarov pistol in his right hand. Blood is caked on his fingers.

Maybe in another life I would have counted the splatters.

But not now.

Now things are different.

I’m different.

I didn’t make this choice.

She did.

I want to hold her close and tell her I’m sorry. I want to marry her and have a family with her. I want to finish college and get drunk off my ass with the only girl who’s ever held my heart.

The only girl I’ve ever wanted.

Seven. I keep counting. It’s the number of people I’ve been told—not asked—to kill in order to follow in my father’s footsteps.

If I want to take over the Sinacore Family one day, I have to leave behind everything that makes me who I am, Maksim Sinacore, son of both Russian and Italian blood.

Six. Nikolai begins pacing again; a fire crackles in the distance.

Five. I hold still.

“Are you sure about this?” Nikolai sets down his gun and opens a black case. A small vial filled with clear liquid is picked up along with a syringe. “It isn’t exactly FDA approved.”

“I have no choice.” I feel tears at the loss of what should have been and what no longer can be.

I’m outside my body almost.

I’m afraid.

And fear, in the mafia, makes you hesitate, it makes you a target—I can’t be afraid anymore, but I’m not like my cousins—they tried to make me into a killer, but I’m the guy that hesitates when it comes to punching.

I’m the cousin that prefers libraries to torture chambers.

The guy that saves a spider—always thinking twice about killing and death.

Sometimes I wonder if I was born into the wrong family.

But then I see her, and I’m reminded of all the reasons I have to do whatever it takes to stay by her side—even if it means taking a drug that’s not approved by the FDA. Besides, it’s Nikolai Blazik; he won a fucking Nobel prize at nineteen, along with a dozen kills under his belt.

He’s the only one I can tell.

The only one I can go to.

The only one who can fix the heir to the Sinacore throne.

I have to make him proud.

And I have to earn Izzy Abandonato at all costs.

Four. He fills the syringe.

I close my eyes. “If this goes badly, tell Izzy—”

“None of that shit,” Nikolai says in that calm, emotionless voice of his. “You’ll blend fine.”

Three. Three taps against the syringe.

Two. Two squirts of liquid as he pushes.

One.

One needle.

One life about to be changed.

One monster—being made.

“Do it,” I whisper, closing my eyes.

“It’s not the only way.” He hesitates.

“Do it.” I grit my teeth.

The needle pinches my arm, cold flows down to my fingertips. My body starts to shake uncontrollably as Nikolai stands in front of me and snaps his fingers, then whispers, “Let’s begin.”


Chapter One

“It was thus rather the exacting nature of my aspirations than any particular degradation in my faults, that made me what I was, and, with even a deeper trench than in the majority of men, severed in me those provinces of good and ill which divide and compound man’s dual nature.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

Present…

 

I clench my hands over and over again.

The blood is gone, just like the body.

Izzy is sleeping next to me; I doubt she would hear a gunshot even if it was right next to her head, jolting her into chaos. She looks calm.

At peace.

The opposite of the war I have inside my soul, the monster is closer now, clawing, waiting to break free.

He warned me.

I should have listened.

But I knew how I had to do this; I knew that there was only one way—which is why I went to Nikolai in the first place.

He’s the only one who knows what happened that night and the ramifications of my choice since then.

He’s the only one who can monitor what I’ve done. He takes notes over every symptom, every emotion, and when the beast breaks free, I find myself resenting the calculating interest he has as he scribbles down notes then forces me to do the same.

Nobody knows I’m sick, and I intend to keep it that way—to keep my secrets from my cousins, the bosses, and the girl I love until death takes me, which, if Nikolai’s suspicions are to be believed, might just be sooner rather than later.

I always imagined that I would die young, not just because I was in line to become the next Sinacore boss, one of the most powerful families in the Cosa Nostra.

But because I don’t have the stomach for it.

I’m more lover than fighter.

I like fucking science. I mean, let me build a bomb before I pull a gun, and I’m giddy as hell—complete nerd, or as Izzy calls me, hot nerd with too much charisma. Whatever.

The bed moves as I sneak out of her room. A low creak on the floor makes its presence known. I wince, looking over my shoulder at Izzy one last time before opening the bedroom door and making my way down the hall.

I somehow feel like a werewolf ready to howl at the full moon. My body itches, it always itches now, and no matter how relaxed I am in my sleep, I always wake up clenching my fists, with tears running down my cheeks and absolutely no recollection of anything—until I read my journal.

I thought it would be easier this way.

Separating the violence.

My need to kill from my need to save and protect.

Now I know better.

Now I know the truth.

I have become the very thing I have always feared, and I have nobody to blame but myself.

I think about telling my best friend King—but he would probably shoot me in the face if he knew the truth on top of the fact that I was still sneaking into Izzy’s room.

Damn it, he’s the reason their dad cut down the tree I used to climb, so now I have to execute every break-in with stealth and, well, science. I have a way of sneaking past everyone and everything.

Letting out a sigh, I make my way silently down the hall and into the kitchen. Naturally, because the odds have been against me ever since that day, Chase, Izzy’s dad, scary as fuck US Senator and all-around assassin, is sitting at the table, sipping his whiskey and staring at the wall like it holds state secrets.

I curse under my breath and stop walking. By my calculations, I won’t make it past the table without him pulling a gun on me. Even if I duck, scramble, or pull my own gun, I simply won’t make it, so there’s no need to make a mess of their kitchen.

“Heard you the minute her door opened.” Chase takes another sip. “Haven’t fixed that creak for a reason.” He points to the chair across from him. “Sit.”

“Fuck.” I wipe down my face, exhausted from the medicine and long nights that have me waking up covered in blood.

“Heard that too.” Chase looks up, his neck tattoos gleaming in the small kitchen light. His lips pull back into a broad white tooth smile that looks more concerned than predatory.

Strange.

I narrow my eyes.

Either way, I’m screwed, so I pull the chair out and sit, leaning forward, resting my arms on my knees.

I know I look exhausted.

“I cut down the tree.” He starts with that? Really?

I freeze and lick my lips as my heart starts to pound, always a bad thing since any time my blood pressure rises, the medicine goes, in Nikolai’s words, haywire. “I’m aware.”

“And yet…” His blue eyes flash. “Here you are.”

“Had homework.” I try, then lean back. “Plus, I’m the science guy; she’s the math girl.”

He barks out a laugh. “It’s fucking adorable that you’d still try to use that excuse when you smell like…” He leans in. “…her, you smell like her.”

“Her room, her smell.” I shrug with a smile. “You’re more than welcome to go searching for condoms, though, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

I might get murdered tonight by the look he’s giving me.

“Watch the attitude, Maksim. Even though it doesn’t seem like it, this is how I treat people I actually like.”

Well shit.

“I haven’t touched her since…” I swallow and look down at my hands. They’re trembling, and I swear I can still see blood there even though they’re clean. “Not for lack of trying, though, on her part, just so you’re aware she’s a little tigress with—”

He kicks his chair back, reaches across the table, grabbing me by the collar and pulling me toward him over the smooth surface until I’m inches from his face looking into his eyes, waiting for my inevitable punishment for having a big mouth and zero censor most days.

“You’re a bold little shit.”

I grin, because hey, I’m going to die anyway, right? “Part of my charm. Hey, you gonna drink that whiskey or—”

“Shut up.”

I smile again. “If you aren’t going to share, can I go?”

“No.” His nostrils flare, and then his body seems to relax, which frankly terrifies me more than the anger. “Actually… I have another job for you.”

Here we fucking go…

“You got your passport on you?”

“Yeah.”

He still wasn’t letting me go.

His eyes were crazed.

He shoves me away. I quickly move to my feet and wait for his instructions. Funny how this was how it started six months ago, with me sneaking out of Izzy’s room and him saying I had to prove my loyalty.

He single-handedly drove me toward insanity without realizing it.

“Brazil.” He doesn’t look up. “I’ll text you the address. Prove to me you have what it takes to exist in my daughter’s universe, and I won’t kill you for going against the rules—again.”

I feel the shakes then.

They spread up my hands and into my shoulders, forcing me to clench my teeth and close my eyes.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

I exhale.

“Is it getting worse?” he asks, finally meeting my gaze.

“It can’t get much worse than death, Chase.” My voice sounds different now, with a raspier quality that reminds me I need to grab more medicine from my house before I leave for Brazil.

“What does Nikolai say?” he presses.

I shrug. “He’s a great doctor, but that doesn’t mean he can find a way to cheat death.”

If only.

“How long?” Chase asks the one question I’ve been avoiding.

I shrug again.

He stands and holds out his hand. “For what it’s worth, I appreciate what you’ve done for the Family—for Ash.” His voice cracks. “I could have never asked him…”

I shake his hand quickly and offer a sad smile. “I’d do anything for my family—and I needed to get used to killing before my dad tosses that heavy crown onto my head.”

Chase looks through me. “And if you’re no longer able to take over?”

It pains me to say this out loud.

It pains me to think about leaving everyone and everything I love.

But this is business.

I’m only twenty-one, and I’m talking about my successor. Fuck, I need a drink.

“Then, I guess you better let me marry your daughter,” I say, watching his eyes go wide with shock. “So, when it’s time to pass the crown, I can make her a giant-ass tiara.”

“You wouldn’t.”

I stare him down. “Every kingdom needs a leader. And every fallen royal… deserves to leave behind a Queen.”

He’s quiet. “I’ve underestimated you.”

“Perhaps.” I nod. “But that’s another part of my charm.” I grin as warmth courses through me. I start to see double and feel myself slipping as I whisper, “It’s why I’m the most lethal assassin you will ever have. It’s always the quiet ones. Now…” I’m almost gone, completely out of it. “Let me play.”

I barely remember leaving his house.

I stumble against the driver’s side of my black BMW M3 and claw at the door.

Once I’m in, I open the console and grab the vial and a clean syringe. I watch my reflection in the rearview mirror; my eyes are nearly black, swallowing up the blue whole.

A sting erupts in my arm, and the cold spreads down my veins.

I hate being cold.

Always cold.

Teeth chattering, I wait for the heat to leave and toss the medicine onto the seat.

Brazil it is.
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Days later, I sit in my room and stare at my hands.

I crumple to the floor, exhausted, disgusted, shaking.

A knock sounds on my door.

I barely hear it.

King barges in. “Bro, been calling you for three days. Where’d you go?”

I shake my head.

I can’t stop shaking it.

“Maks?”

I swallow the heat in my throat.

It hurts.

It hurts like I’ve swallowed someone’s soul, and I’m holding it hostage in my throat.

“Maks?” He tries again.

I jerk away from him, not trusting myself, not trusting the pleasure, the pain, the sickness that makes me well.

“I met the devil last night,” I whisper instead. He doesn’t know that it was my own reflection.

“What did he tell you?” His voice trembles as if playing the same game when he isn’t even on the roster.

I rock back and forth and finally whisper, “He said welcome home.” 


Chapter Two

“Someday, Utterson, after I am dead, you may perhaps come to learn the right and wrong of this. I cannot tell you.” —Robert Louise Stevenson

Izzy

I’ve been in love with Maksim ever since he walked up to me when we were ten and offered to build me an ant farm.

It was a defining moment in my young life.

I’d always loved insects, and yes, at one point I was guilty of doing the whole let’s grab a magnifying glass and see how long it takes to set the little guys on fire thing, only to be told by my judgmental killer dad that it was wrong and considered torture.

I vaguely remember that he’d been wiping blood from his hands at the time and was sporting a black eye and cracked tooth.

Mafia.

The double standard was unreal with the bosses, my dad included. Careful, Izzy, don’t kill the grasshopper. Oh look, Uncle Sergio has another tally mark tattoo on his body; what does that make this? His fiftieth kill?

This discussion happened over freaking Thanksgiving the following year when I asked my twin Ash to pass me the rolls.

The best and worst part was that it’s completely normal to have those types of conversations at the table. I’d like to think it’s what’s kept the five families strong throughout the years, the complete inability to censor any and every conversation, even in front of the kids.

They never shielded us from what they did, and they never justified why people had to die, just that it was in order for us to live; that was the agreement.

Most of my cousins and I wouldn’t trade our way of life for the world—until recently when it started going to hell.

First, with my cousin Serena and my friend, Junior, the heir to the Nicolasi throne. Yeah, that was bad, so bad.

They nearly died for their love and all because, you guessed it, double standards.

The dads all made a pact with the kids—mainly the heirs—a blood pact that none of the heirs would date, and that unfortunately extended to me as well. In this life you never knew and now that Vi was with Valerian, it falls to me and Ash, since we were twins. If anything happened to him, well, I’d like to think that pesky double standard wouldn’t exist, and I would take over as underboss or at least the leader of my Family even though Uncle Nixon was the boss.

The next to fall were Violet and Valerian—long, complicated story.

That story was cheerfully followed by Ash and Annie, another complicated story that nearly ended in bloodshed, not to be outdone by Kartini and Tank just a few months ago.

Mostly everyone had someone.

Except for me and King, the Capo’s heir, and last remaining guy, and the younger kids who were just now starting high school,

I refused to count Maksim for obvious reasons that gave me a headache when I started tallying them. It always made my chest ache, and I hated being so upset over something I had no control over.

I sighed and checked my phone again.

He was late.

He was never late until a few months ago when he started sleepwalking like a psychopath and saying things that made absolutely no sense—to the point that he wasn’t the same Maksim anymore.

I mean, I always knew that when his father asked him to step up, things would get a bit crazy. He’s a Sinacore-Petrov, after all, the perfect mixture of Italian loyalty and Russian aggression.

But this felt different—scary even.

And every time I asked him if he was okay, he’d laugh it off like he did everything and change the subject.

I was resorting to looking through his room and phone—it only happened once, but I suddenly felt like the crazy jealous girlfriend even though we weren’t dating.

No, he shut that down this last year.

He’d hurt me.

He’d made me cry.

He’d made me scream.

He’d made me feel like I wasn’t special anymore.

I expected someone that gorgeous wouldn’t just sleep with me and marry me at the age of eighteen. I just didn’t expect the manwhore to start fucking anything with two legs then come scrambling back with fake apologies and smiles as if what he did was suddenly okay now that he’d experienced the world outside of his very first relationship with yours truly.

I was almost relieved when my dad went and chopped down the tree Maksim had used to climb into my window.

Now he snuck through the front door.

I swallowed, trying to get past the knot in my throat as I checked my phone again, waiting for his text or call. He’d promised a few nights ago to meet me for our Environmental Science project, and I felt dumb just standing near the door to the Science Building on the Eagle Elite Campus by myself.

I was by myself a lot lately.

Now that everyone was dating, I’d just kind of faded into the background. They still checked in on me, and I still spent time with Kartini and Serena, especially when Violet was visiting from Seattle, but it was different too.

Everything was different.

Leaves were drifting down from the trees on campus, giving it a picture-perfect autumn look that had me at least smiling a little bit.

I checked my phone again. I was giving that little shit, aka Maksim, exactly two more minutes before bailing and grabbing a coffee or muffin, maybe even two cookies with the muffin.

I did a little turn, scanning for an approaching figure and finding none, then told myself crying would fix nothing and that I was going to murder Maksim if he was late and smelling like perfume.

He’d done that exactly once. I’d held a knife to his dick with tears in my eyes, and let’s just say I’m the least violent of the second generation of the Cosa Nostra. I mean, other than the insect incident, I was interested in math, science, tech, and how things worked.

It was what had solidified Maksim and me after the insects; our love for science fairs and aversion to blood.

Something he’d grown out of as of late.

I shuddered, remembering the bloody shirt I’d found in his hamper when looking for the old Eagle Elite sweatshirt I liked to steal from him.

He said he’d been fighting in the ring with Ash, but I knew the truth—Ash wasn’t fighting as much anymore, busy having as much sex as humanly possible and making sure everyone knew about it.

I made a face.

“Wow, that was pretty.” Maksim appeared as if by magic, holding his cell phone up. “Do it one more time. Swear I won’t text it to everyone in the family.” His smile was both seductive and sweet. “Come on, one more time, I think you have something in your teeth—PS, is that a zit on your chin?”

How the hell had I ever put up with him in the first place?

I glared. “You’re late.”

He sauntered toward me wearing his Eagle Elite uniform—black pants that hugged his thick thighs, a black jacket with the eagle emblem over the right chest, and his white button-down shirt opened, revealing a bit of tattoo on his chest that claimed his Family birthright.

Petrov Sinacore.

The coat of arms.

It was larger than the other guys’, even my brother’s—because his heritage was both Italian royalty—no joke—mixed with Russian terror, also known as the bloodiest mafia line of them all.

“Button your shirt.” I looked away, remembering the way my hands used to rake down his back while he sucked and licked, tugged at my clothes, or that one time last year when he’d just lifted my skirt and shoved me into the bathroom, locking the door behind him.

His eyes narrowed. “You’re blushing.”

I sighed. “Let’s just get this over with. I have things to do.”

“Who is he?” His expression went from teasing to murder. “Who are you doing?”

“God, Maks, do you really have a death wish? I brought my knife today!” I stomped my foot. “I just need to get this done. The world, shocking I know, doesn’t actually revolve around you because you’re pretty!”

“Aw, she called me pretty.” He grinned. “I’m touched. I actually wore a different shirt than normal, glad you noticed.”

I said nothing, even though my brain went, We always notice, Maksim. Just like I saw the dark circles under his eyes and the way his full lips were trying to smile when it looked like he wanted to frown.

I changed the subject and sat on the bench by the tree, dropping my bag on the ground. “I already wrote my part of the paper. You only have to do the last three pages with the conclusion.”

He followed and sat. “And what was our conclusion?” One of his hands moved to my bare thigh and stayed there, warm against my skin.

And I forgot how to breathe.

He leaned in. “Come on, Izzy, you normally have all the answers.” His hand inched higher. “So, what’s our conclusion?”

“That…” I mentally shook myself. “You—”

“Maksim!” Jenna shouted so loud my ears started to ring. “There you are. You ready?”

“Ready?” I repeated, shoving his hand away from my thigh.

Maksim stiffened briefly, then turned and flashed her a smile and a wink. “One minute, Jenna.”

She pouted then got on her phone. “You guys and your weird homework hard-ons. I need to film a TikTok anyway for my followers.”

I literally had to restrain myself from launching across the bench and slapping her across her flawless face.

So what? She had two million followers on TikTok.

I didn’t even have it, but I did have a cousin who could make anything look like an accident.

“Stop…” Maksim said under his breath. “You’re not putting a hit on her, Izzy.”

“What? Hm?” I said innocently.

“I know that smile; been on the receiving end of it a lot lately.” Maksim actually looked sad. “She’s just a girl.”

I jerked back.

His eyes widened. “You know that’s not—”

 

“You’re just a girl, Iz,” Maksim spat. “An afraid, little girl. I need something more, don’t you get it? You’re too good, too innocent, you’re just…” He cursed. “A girl. A girl I can’t have anymore. All right?”

“Is there someone else?” I asked through the tears.

We’d literally just had sex in my bedroom when he started putting his clothes on and telling me it was over, and then the bomb dropped.

“I fucked someone else.” He said it so quietly I almost didn’t hear him.

I didn’t realize I had reached for the gun in my nightstand until he held his hands up, his eyes trained on mine. “Put the gun down, Iz.”

“No.” I gritted my teeth. “I hate you.” Tears streamed down my cheeks. “I hate you!”

Maksim’s posture stiffened. “Good.”

 

“Iz—” Maksim tried again.

Jolted out of my memory, I jerked away from him.

It was too easy to default, wasn’t it?

Too easy to fall back into the habit of loving him, of being his best friend when all I’d ever really been according to him.

Was a girl.

“You should go. Maybe you can catch the last part of that TikTok.” I grabbed my bag and shoved my notebook back in. “Oh, and Maksim, the conclusion…” I flipped him off. “Is this.”

“That’s not fair.” He reached for me.

“Of course it is.” I glared. “After all, you’re the one who decided it.”

Done.

We were done.

And I hated him for it.


Chapter Three

“You start a question, and it’s like starting a stone. You sit quietly on the top of a hill, and away the stone goes, starting others…” —Robert Louise Stevenson

Maksim

“I’m bored.” Jenna reaches for my hand. She feels all wrong, clammy, and too skinny. I instantly want to feed her pizza and make sure she swallows.

Not that I don’t already know she’s fully capable of the act, ha ha.

I imagine Izzy’s face when I’m with her.

I used to think it would lessen the pain of not being hers, to find a replacement so I’m not close to Izzy, hurting her, making her feel sick.

Nikolai chooses that moment to call.

“Be right back.” I kiss Jenna on the head and wish it smelled like vanilla and coconuts, the way Izzy’s does. “Just order me whatever.”

We’re grabbing burgers or correction: I’m grabbing two burgers; she’s grabbing a salad with extra carrots.

Just a guess, but it’s her go-to.

I fucking hate carrots.

Aren’t they negative calories?

“What’s up?” I answer and am disappointed and bored out of my mind when I see Jenna chomping on carrots followed by sipping her diet coke.

Small sips.

Very small sips.

Shoot me.

“How are you feeling?” Nikolai asks in that perfectly calculated voice of his, all business, no emotion. I don’t blame him. It would be too hard to do his job well if he cared too much. Somehow, I know there’s a heart in there somewhere. I mean, he’s married with kids, and he does smile around Maya, his wife, but it almost freaks me out more than when he’s distant and cold.

I shrug, stomach growling. “Other than starving, I’m okay.”

He sighs.

It’s not a good sign.

Mainly because he never sighs.

“Tell me.” I grip the phone tight.

“Your levels are unstable. The medicine is working less and less. Imagine taking too many antibiotics; eventually, the bacteria being treated builds a resistance, and the medicine stops working against the infection. Another example would be painkillers. Take too many, and the body not only builds a tolerance but stops working on the pain.” His voice lowers. “We’re in clinical trials with fucking rats at this point.”

“Wait, did you just call me a rat?” I joke because it hurts too much to be serious. “Bad mafia joke, come on, man… I feel fine.”

“But one day you won’t, Maksim. You need to prepare yourself. I’m not giving up, but you need to be realistic about things. I think it would be best if you dropped out of school, spent some time with family, and made sure things were in order.”

Make sure things are in order.

I repeat it in my head.

Nope still sucks.

My body goes completely cold. “Are you saying my time is that limited?”

Another annoyed sigh. “I have a few more tests to run. I need more blood. Go to the same clinic right now. They’ll analyze it STAT and shoot the results to me electronically. I should have more news for you in the morning. Stay positive.”

“Wow, this coming from the Grim Reaper?”

“You know I hate that nickname.”

“Which is why I use it as often as I can. Quick, want to hear it in a sentence?”

“Want to die sooner?”

“Empty threats, you actually like me.” I grin for the first time since we started our conversation, but it doesn’t last long as I think about Izzy. Shit.

“I tolerate you more than others, big difference. Besides, your sacrifice could save a lot of lives…” His voice trails off.

I look down at my feet, remembering that night. “Yeah well, we both got something out of it, didn’t we?”

He’s quiet; the phone crackles as if it’s moving against his hand. I imagine he’s pacing. “It might be a good idea not to trigger anything…”

I almost laugh. “You mean take your medicine, try to stay away from blood and broken bones, all weapons, and stop watching violent TV?”

“Your point is made.” He curses. “I’ll talk to Chase. As of right now, we’re pulling you from the roster.”

“And when you need me again? When Chase or Nixon don’t want to put the heirs in danger? When someone needs to do the hard thing like I did six months ago, and we draw straws?” I say it as if I’m not the heir, but I am. I just want to protect them. I want to do the hard thing.

“Nobody knows the real reason. They just think you’ve matured into a nice little killer, Maksim. I intend to keep it that way, so for now, try to stay… sane.”

I snort. “Yeah, not feeling very sane right now, Nik.”

“Tryyy…” He draws out the word. “Oh, and break up with your girlfriend. Junior and Serena sent over the text vote—she’s the worst.”

“Man, I’m hurt. Which way did King vote?”

“Sex.” He sighs. “Wasn’t an option, though, for the vote.”

“Just how bored are you to be participating in the group text with all the young ones?”

“I’m not that old,” he points out. “And ever since fucking Valerian added me last year, I don’t know how to get out of it.”

“Bro, hate to break it to you, but that just proves you’re old and technology confuses you.”

“Show that to all my awards.”

“Fair.” I laugh. “Okay, I’m off to the clinic.”

“Be nice.”

“I’m charming as fuck.”

“I said nice, not seductive. You nearly gave Phoebe a heart attack, and you know she has a weak heart.” He’s back to sounding indifferent, distracted.

I roll my eyes. “She’s the one that grabbed my ass, not the other way around.”

“She’s a nurse; I’m sure there was a purpose.”

I think back. Phoebe’s in her sixties, gorgeous for her age, and handsy. Nurse my ass, she just wants to get laid. I shake my head; maybe if I wasn’t dying. Hah… bet she won’t see that excuse coming.

“Gotta go.” Nikolai hangs up before I can say anything.

I shove my phone into my back pocket and watch Jenna pick at her salad and imagine just shoving my cheeseburger into her face and yelling. “CARBS!” As loud as I can.

She’d probably prefer I pull a gun on her.

Shit.

No more excuses.

Hell, at twenty, I just got told to put my business in order.

And the first order of business…

I march over to Jenna, lean down, and wink. “You’re fired.”

“Huh?” A carrot drops from her mouth. “Was I hired for something?”

“Yeah, sort of like a way for me to get laid without breaking another girl’s heart. You know, everyone has needs and all that.” I pat her on the shoulder. “So, thank you for your sucking and your service.” I pull out a hundred-dollar bill. “Oh, I got this; keep the change.”

Her face turns a weird shade of purple I’ve never seen on a human before. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

“No.” I put on my sunglasses. Damn it, who scratched the lens? “But if you’re into the whole bad boy vibe, I think King’s looking for someone, and he always appreciates my sloppy seconds because I’m good at teaching the girls how to do all the things he likes.” I cocked my head to the side, quickly replaying my words in my head. “Wow, that came out weirder than I intended.”

She raises her hand to slap me.

I jump back and grin. “It’s not you; it’s me, and it was fantastic. Seriously, call him; he’s sad right now.”

“You bastard!” she roars. “You can’t just pass me off to your friend!”

“Hey, that’s hurtful; he’s more like family.” I wink. “All right, off I go. I have an appointment with a sixty-year-old nurse who likes to grab my junk, can’t wait!”

A shoe flies by my face to the right. Huh, I always knew she had good aim, not that I’m bringing that up now. It would be officially weird if I turned around and said, quick throw the next one just to see if she could impale my dick with her heel.

I shut the door to the burger shop behind me and get into my car. First things first, I need to warn King that a psychopath may use him to get over me; he’ll be thrilled.

Me: Broke up with Jenna.

Serena: YES! You bitches owe me a hundred bucks apiece!

Nikolai: Aren’t you late?

Me: Guys, Nikolai’s old.

Nikolai: Son of a bitch…

Junior: Sorry, I was counting high trying to imagine how old Nikolai really is compared to us.

King: Junior? Counting? Are you sick?

Izzy: He’s in his late ,fifties you dum-dum.

Violet: I like it when Izzy name calls.

Izzy: I was talking to Maksim. He’s the dum-dum. Junior, good for you!!! Math is hard.

Me: Well, that’s rude.

Ash: Why? Why is my phone blowing up??

Annie: Sorry, I was in class. You broke up with her?

Tank: THANK GOD! She was the worst! She asked me how to spell hammer last year in History.

Ash: I’m sorry, rewind, hammer? Why?

Annie: I know, I know… she was filming a TikTok to MC Hammer.

Me: Let’s focus on the fact that all of you were making bets about Jenna. Don’t I get a cut for doing the deed? Oh, PS, I sent her to King. You’re welcome.

King: She would literally eat her young while alive. No bro, I mean you always pick the crazy ones, heyyy Izzy!

Izzy: Don’t be mad if I poison you.

King: And my point is made…

Junior: I’ll pay up. Hey, where we doin’ dinner tonight?

Me: Shit. I forgot it was family dinner, gotta run. I have an appointment and don’t want Nikolai yelling at me. He’s scary when he’s angry.

Ash: When is he not angry?

Nikolai: Go. To. Your. Appointment.

Tank: He just adulted you so hard.

Serena: Maksim’s tonight! Be there or be square, isn’t that what the old ones used to say, Nikolai?

Nikolai: HOW DO I GET OFF THE TEXT THREAD!

King: Google it. Google, by the way, is an internet search engine where you can type in words like, old, what it’s like to survive the nineties, fresh prince of bel air theme song, among other things.

Me: You forgot Kenny G.

King: What a fucking legend. I’m ashamed.

Ash: I meet your Kenny G. and up you Michael Bolton.

Me: Damn. That hurt.

Junior: Limping over here.

Valerian: Just catching up, you know, because I’m not on my phone all day, but why the hell did someone just send me a Michael Bolton GIF?

Serena: Shhhhh, just accept it.

Izzy: And that’s my cue to leave.

Violet: Stay safe, guys.

Kartini: Always, and great text convo to read while being bored out of my mind in Science. Iz HELP!

Izzy: Coming.

I want to respond to that. I want to say so many things, but I sigh and put my phone back in my pocket, fully aware that the text convo will go on for another hour as insults are tossed, and GIFS of nineties singers are shot back and forth.

My smile fades as I pull out into traffic.

I’ll miss them.

I’ll miss the stupid annoying text threads and the way that everyone savagely throws shade, even with someone as scary as Nikolai listening in and reading everything.

I’ll miss a lot about this crazy violent life because, at the end of the day, it’s blood, family, and loyalty amidst an unending war.

And I wouldn’t want it any other way.

Now, I just have to stay away from the violence, blood, guns, basically the first few things you experience when walking into a family dinner, and I’ll be fine.

HAH.

God speed, Maksim.

My smile is back when I make it to the small brown clinic near downtown Chicago; you can see the lake from the premiere real estate Nikolai purchased for his wealthy clients.

It’s a clinic but more research than anything else, and when people have money… well, it’s amazing what doors are opened.

The letters NIKB are etched in metal across the brown brick. I open the door, the bell jingles from inside, and there she sits, good ol’ Phoebe.

“I wore lipstick for you.” She grins.

It’s so bright I want to put on sunglasses. “I can see that.” The international space station can see that. “It looks great.”

“Would look better on you.” She teases; at least, I think she’s teasing. “Aw, you’re not even laughing. I’ve lost my touch. Come along, let’s draw all that blood, and if you don’t cry, I’ll give you a lollipop and a sticker.”

I want to grumble because, again, I hate blood, and getting it drawn seems like the opposite point; it should stay in the body. “Do you have the caramel apple ones?”

“Just went to Target to pick them up.” She opens the white door leading into the sanitized white room. “Now, roll up that sleeve and show me your muscles.”

“You gonna prick me?” I tease.

She laughs and then sobers quickly when she touches the veins on my arm; they’re really blue and pressed tight against my tan skin. “Are you dehydrated?”

“No, I drink more water than I’m supposed to.” I look away from my arm, deflated.

“Don’t worry, honey.” She pats me on the shoulder. “If anyone can figure out what’s going on, it’s Nik.”

I don’t have the heart to argue, so I simply nod my head. “You’re right; if anyone can heal me, it’s him.”


Chapter Four

“I am painfully situated, Utterson; my position is a very strange — a very strange one. It is one of those affairs that cannot be mended by talking.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

I’m annoyed that I’m annoyed.

So what if he broke up with her?

I snorted into my wine glass. So what if it’s only, oh shit, I thought it was five, and it’s six, meaning I get the absolute joy of going over to family dinner.

I looked at the bottle and winced. I’d had a least two glasses on an empty stomach, and I knew dad would actually kill me if I drove to Maksim’s house. Besides, I wasn’t stupid, and I was already so damn distracted I managed to drink that much without even thinking about it.

Irritated on top of being annoyed now, I shot a quick text to Maksim.

Me: I need a ride.

Maks: What kind of ride? It’ll cost ya…

Me: The normal one. IN A CAR.

Maks: Well, that’s just prejudiced against horses, dune buggies, not to mention trucks, RV’s, and those little clown cars. Need I go on?

I nearly bit through my lip as I responded.

Me: I need you to pick me up in your car, pick one, and bring me to your house. I’ll be ready in an hour.

Maks: Your clarity is appreciated, Lil Iz.

Me: Not my nickname.

Maks: I just made it up.

Me: See you soon.

Maks: Damn, you forcing me to go now? Ouch, may as well just point a gun at my chest and shoot, oh wait…

Me: Been there, done that, sadly missed.

Maks: I learned how to duck and weave.

Me: I’m sure your father is very proud.

Maks: Mom made cake.

I sighed and put my phone face down onto the dresser so I wouldn’t be tempted to engage in whatever the hell was going on with him. Some days it was easy with Maks; other days, it was like he was carrying the world on his shoulders.

I wasn’t stupid. I knew he’d been getting more and more involved in the Family business; I just hadn’t expected it to steal the joy he’d always carried around like a badge of honor.

Wasn’t the fun one supposed to use all the jokes to keep the darkness at bay?

Still, I reached for my glass and tossed back more red wine. The guy could take anyone down just like Ash, Junior, King, Valerian—even Tank had a specific skill set.

Ash had his rage.

Junior had his size and fists.

King had his need to prove to everyone he could be the next Capo.

And Valerian had been tossed into the Petrov boss situation so fast that my head nearly spun off my body—he was terrifyingly intense in how he ran the Family, with fear and respect.

Which left Maksim again.

He’d always had his jokes, his smiles, his sexuality. The man could probably talk his way out of any situation, and if that didn’t work, start stripping, and even straight dudes would be tempted.

I swore it was all that gorgeous skin, the messy golden blond hair, the easy smile that reached his eyes every time, and the damn sculpted jaw that made a girl want to touch it to make sure it was real.

I lay on my bed to wait for him. That was probably the worst idea ever since I’d have to suffer a ten-minute drive in his car with the smell of him surrounding me and memories of us making out destroying me.

 

“How are you so soft, Iz?” Maksim’s hands ran up and down my hips, tugging my shirt over my head and tossing it to the ground. “You’re mine, you know that, right? No matter what, no matter what hell we go through, you’re mine.” His eyes darkened. “Until my heart stops beating until darkness falls—I’m just as much yours as you are mine.”

“I know.” I ran both hands over his strong cheekbones. “I don’t want to be without you, Maks, not now, not ever. Promise me you’ll always stay by my side.”

His mouth descended, covering my lips as his tongue claimed every empty part of my mouth, tugging me forward without using his hands or words. He pulled back. “Even if it looks like I’m behind you or ahead of you, remember, here…” He pressed a hand to my chest. “I’m always here, fighting for you, fighting with you, standing next to you. Even if the ending’s sad, it will still be an honor that you asked.”

 

I jolted awake, annoyed that I let myself fall asleep; I knew I shouldn’t have lain on my bed.

I grabbed my phone and checked it.

Shit.

He’d called about a dozen times.

I had it on silent.

Something smelled funny in my room, hot. I sniffed the hair straightener, but that wasn’t it. Something smoky or misty was billowing under my door. No, definitely smoke. Had I left the oven on?

I quickly pulled a sweatshirt over my head then went to open the door.

Searing heat scorched my palm as I turned the doorknob.

I jerked back, panicked as I dropped to my hands and knees. Dark smoke billowed into the room, and something orange and red licked at the ceiling in the hall. Fire!

And opening the door just exposed more air.

I slammed it, coughing against the noxious smoke.

With shaking hands, I snatched up my phone and called Maksim while opening my window to look outside.

Sure enough, the west part of the house had flames flickering in windows, but I didn’t see any coming up from the roof. So right now, my mom and dad’s room and part of the kitchen. And from what I’d glimpsed outside my bedroom door, it was heading for me. Dad was gone with Mom at a convention; they’d just left this morning. Ash was already at the dinner, Violet lived in Seattle, and my younger sister Ariel was hanging out with her friends.

It was just me.

Me and the fire.

“Where the hell have you been?” Maksim yelled into the phone. “I was worried when you didn’t answer. I’m almost—oh, shit!”

“Yeah, oh shit.” I started to cough from the smoke billowing under the door into my master suite. “Maks, I can’t open the door.”

“Don’t.” His car pulled up to the gates. Men were everywhere trying to put out the fire, but Dad had only left a dozen or so of them behind, taking the rest with him. Our security was usually so good we didn’t need to worry about things like fires.

It had to have been an accident.

Dad’s going to kill me.

Maks started barking orders to the men; I could hear him cursing over the phone and see him gesturing and pointing at people.

And then he was under my window by the tree stump. His expression was pure calm as he smiled up at me and said into the phone. “Pretty shitty time to cut that tree down.”

I laughed despite the fear coursing through my body. “Yeah, let’s blame the tree.”

“Can’t wait to rescue you and rub that in Scary Dad’s face.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ash and his stupid nickname for Dad.

“Accurate nickname,” he corrected.

“Are you going to stand there or help?” I gulped hard. “The smoke is coming in pretty fast, and I can’t just jump from my window.”

“Sure you can,” Maks said calmly. “You simply toss the phone out, I catch it, and you follow.”

I did the math. “Maks, I’m on the second story; it’s at least fifteen feet, maybe twenty.”

“Listen very carefully, Iz.”

My hands began shaking, causing the phone I held to my ear to slam against my hoop earrings. “I’m listening.”

“Good girl.” How was it possible for his smile to be so damn calming when I was so terrified? “You’re going to slowly climb out that window, put your legs against the brick and then stretch them down. You’re not crazy tall, but it’s enough that I can catch you.”

I frowned. “You’re going to catch me?”

“Accurate.” He said it in such a smooth way. “Are you going to let me?”

“Do I have a choice?”

Something flickered across his face before he whispered into the phone. “Sometimes all we can choose is certain death and hope the people we care about will stay by our side… until the end. Until darkness falls.”

A tear ran down my cheek. “Until my heart stops beating.”

“Toss the phone,” he ordered.

Something exploded behind me, the vibration reaching my feet.

“NOW!” Maksim’s roar was louder than the fire.

I tossed the phone and then slowly crawled out the window, my acrylic nails starting to scrape against the brick then pop off as I tried to dig into the window and stretch my body.

“I’ve got you.” Maksim’s voice held all the comfort I needed. “Drop.”

I squeezed my eyes shut and let go, trying to keep my body as still as possible, picturing myself like a bullet as I fell through the air.

Suddenly strong arms braced me—really strong arms, confusingly strong arms.

I opened one eye and then two.

Maksim was staring down at me, eyes nearly black, void of emotion, his body shivering.

“Are you…” His breathing seemed off. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, yeah, thank you—”

He immediately let me go. I nearly landed on my ass as he sprinted to his car and grabbed something from inside. I shivered and stared up at my home as another part of it went up in flames.

The sound of sirens distracted me as firefighters arrived and took over the scene.

Maksim returned minutes later, looking exhausted. He wrapped an arm around me. His eyes held a pain I couldn’t understand, and dark circles had formed beneath the pretty lashes.

“You’re coming with me,” he finally said. “I just need to talk to the men real quick and make sure the fire chief looks into how and why this happened.”

Maksim was a take-charge sort of guy only when absolutely necessary, so I was suddenly seeing him in a different light as he went to the men and barked orders, then ran over to the fire chief who’d just arrived and told him what was going on.

I walked over to his car on numb legs, pulled open the door and sat, slamming it shut behind me. I waited there and watched.

And as I watched, I wondered what the missing puzzle piece was because something was off; something wasn’t quite right.

He’d run from me after rescuing me, like touching me made him angry, like holding me was too much.

At least we could agree on that.

Touching him was too much.

I’d do better in the future and try not to get myself killed because a sick part of me thought it would have been better to be burned by the fire than by his touch. One left a scar on the outside.

The other left an unhealable wound on the inside.

Both were bad.

But at least one would fade.

The scars left by Maksim Sinacore—were eternal.

Here to stay.

Even when he was long gone.


Chapter Five

“You must suffer me to go my own dark way.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

It was close.

Too close.

She shakes next to me. I notice the way she leans away like she’s afraid to touch me, to be too close when all I want is to pull her into my arms and kiss her fear away. I’m not stupid; my kisses aren’t welcome, nor will they make it go away. They’d just push her further than she has already been pushed.

She’s not wrong.

Maybe that’s what sucks the most.

When you love someone, really love someone, you both have this uncanny ability to manipulate each other’s emotions, even when it’s not intentional. You can’t help but react.

Good or bad.

Helpful or hurtful.

Everything cuts deeper.

The hits hit harder.

Conversations are more intense and chaotic.

Arguments go from zero to sixty in under two minutes.

But it’s because you feel so much.

And when you feel all those things, it’s hard to control yourself, it’s hard to calm yourself down, to even your breathing, to listen or rationalize, because what the fuck happens if one day… they walk away?

Emptiness, that’s what happens; that’s your answer. Swimming in a black hole of depression, floundering, reaching for them, hoping to God that they’ll come back, that your own insecurity didn’t push them away, that their own stubbornness didn’t force them to leave.

I clench the steering wheel, angry with myself and angry with her that we were brought to this place where our love somehow manages to create hate.

I did that.

And I would do it again to protect her—to protect her from what I’ve become, or was forced to become.

To keep her safe.

A tear slides down her cheek.

Does she know how desperately I want to reach across and catch it with my fingertip just so she doesn’t feel the weight of it on her jaw or feel the slow drip down onto her bare thigh?

But I know that touching her again, I will react.

She always makes me react.

Because I love her.

Because I hate her too.

Because she drives me insane.

Yet makes me calm.

She’s my storm.

And everything toxic and beautiful about a relationship that shouldn’t be but is. And I know I will lose control.

I won’t stop.

I will snap.

And she’ll blame herself.

So, I keep my hands on the steering wheel.

Shaking, gripping, burning, while my body accepts the medicine that Nikolai says is no longer working as if I’m going to turn into the Hulk or something.

Negative.

Sometimes I think what’s happening to me is worse. Like being trapped inside a body that no longer belongs to the real you but something you’ve created in order to protect yourself.

A sickness.

With no cure.

A shrink would love to dissect my body, I expect.

“It’s going to be okay.” I’m finally able to talk; my voice is calm again, even though it might take Junior, Ash, and King a hell of a time to get my grip off the steering wheel.

We pull into my giant brick home a few miles down the street, secluded in its own spot, overlooking the city like the royals we are.

It’s Chicago, so because my mom wanted an open concept, my dad relented and built her this sick outdoor area that they can enclose if it starts snowing. Basically, our outdoors are our indoors. All of us love being outside, so we even have a few flat-screens and plunge pools around the outside of the house with a small button we can push that lets us cover the entire outdoor living area, while still allowing us to look at the stars.

Ours was the house that everyone was terrified to play at when we were little because things were so fancy and high-tech, something my dad said he would always do for my mom after the numbers.

He always said that.

After the numbers.

It wasn’t until I was sixteen when my dad showed me the tattoo, three numbers 632, on his ring finger, hidden by his ring.

“They’re hers,” he said quietly, rubbing the spot. “What I used to call her, I tattooed it, so I’d never forget that she was the one who saved me, not the other way around.”

Their story is some scary shit of sex slavery and monsters who lurk in the dark because then it’s easier to bring the innocent victims into the light.

My dad became more of a hero that day when I realized he was forced to become something else in order to save those he loved.

Honestly, he’s the one who gave me the idea to talk to Nikolai after Chase and I had that first meeting.

It was risky.

But I was used to taking a risk.

My stomach clenches as we pull to a stop.

Get your affairs in order.

Quit school.

Shit, it must be bad.

Shaking, I kill the engine and share a look with Izzy. “You ready to go in, or do you need a minute?”

She exhales. “I don’t know what I need.”

“Time.” I shrug. “Vodka. Shit, don’t tell anyone I said that first.”

She laughs and wipes her cheeks. “I already had the wine.”

“I like it when you’re tipsy,” I admit, dying—literally, apparently—to touch her. “You’re cute.”

She scrunches up her nose. “Only because I stumble around and get sleepy.”

“And snore,” I add. “Only with the reds though, it’s a mystery.”

She smiles and finally looks at me. “So, Jenna?”

“She was getting clingy,” I lie with a wink. It’s so easy—sometimes, too easy—to show her that side when I know I have next to no time left to have these conversations.

When I wish to God, I could have a dozen dark conversations in my car with this girl where I confess my love, give her a ring, and tell her I’ll keep my promise and stay by her side forever.

Instead, it truly will be until my heart stops beating.

How sad.

How ironic.

A loud knock sounds on the window behind me. I don’t jump, but I want to strangle whoever thought ruining our moment was a good idea.

I turn around and curse.

Of course, it’s King with his curly brown hair, sultry (according to all the girls) smile, and band of bracelets he’s collected from girls and countries alike around both wrists.

I undo my seatbelt and open the door.

He takes one look at me and frowns. “You look like shit.”

“Always good to see my best friend.” I roll my eyes. “There was a fire. Izzy could have died. I’ve apparently realized both of our dreams and turned into my own Marvel character.”

“So, you’re basically an Avenger now?” King crosses his arms.

“I’ll put in a good word.” I slap his shoulder.

“It’s all I ask, man, all I ask.” He looks behind me. “You good, Iz?”

“Oh, other than jumping out my own window and trusting Leg Day skipper over there…” She points at me. “I’m good.”

I gasp. “When have I ever skipped Leg Day!”

She makes a face, then blushes.

I clear my throat and wink. “Okay, that doesn’t count; it was totally worth it. Fuck, until this moment, I was trying to remember why steam got me hard.”

“I’m so glad I’m here to witness this extremely disturbing conversation.” King sighs. “Everyone’s inside, got your text earlier. The chief’s looking into it, and you know the bosses, all suspecting someone was trying to kill one of us… again.”

I sigh and slam the door. “Good thing we’re unkillable.”

“It’s good to be alive!” King shouts, erupting in laughter and throwing an arm around my shoulder. “Also, don’t look directly at Junior’s black eye; he’s super pissed Serena caught him in the ring.”

“No shit?” I stop walking. “He got caught?”

Izzy shoves past us. “She showed boob again. Of course, he got caught! Idiot…” She stomps into the house.

“Good to see things are still going well with Iz,” King jokes, opening the door for me.

“Yeah,” I croak. “You have no clue.”

“Bro, just fu—” He stops in front of Nixon, her uncle. “Sir, I was just about to say how fucking beautiful your family is, sir.”

Nixon, with his bazillion tattoos, short black hair, and blue eyes, looks ready to actually murder King. Too bad it’s his sister’s son because I think Nixon actually dreams of holding King over a large building and waiting until he pisses himself.

Nixon grunts then crooks his finger at me.

King makes a quick exit, the bastard.

“Yes?” I lean against the counter near the kitchen, waiting for whatever orders he’s about to give me. Technically, my orders come from my own Family, but Izzy is his niece; ergo… I’m all ears. He’s the boss to the Abandonato Family, meaning her dad reports to him.

Meaning, as her ex and now savior, I report to him as well.

It’s a respect thing, and I actually do respect him.

“What happened?” he nearly growls. His lip ring looks more intense in the light, and I find myself backing up a bit.

Why so angry all the time, dude?

“Well,” I start slowly. “Your niece had a bit too much wine, so I offered to drive her being a DD and all.” I grin; it doesn’t make him smile back. Hellllllll… “And…” I try again. Damn it, I’m charming. What the hell is wrong with him? “She was supposed to be ready wasn’t answering her phone, so me being me, I—”

“Annoyed her,” he answers. “Continue.”

“I think you mean saved her life by stopping by early, yelling at the men who were trying to put out the fire versus saving the princess in the castle and asking her to jump into my arms. Think Disney’s gonna write a movie about it one day? I even have a title, The Mafia Royal and his—”

“No,” Nixon says. That’s it, just no. “The village idiot and his inability to check in when I call him.”

“I don’t text and drive,” I say, honestly probably annoying him further. “But the chief is looking into it; he’ll have some answers. Until then, she’s staying here.” I move past him, only to have him grab me by the shirt and drag me back against the counter. “Ouch.”

“No.” Is it just his favorite word or what?

“Look.” I jerk away and try not to get pissed; getting pissed makes me go through my medicine faster. I’ll literally burn it all off, need more, then need more, and shit, I can’t think about it. If I do, I start to panic. “If it was arson, where’s the first place they’ll look?”

Nixon curses.

“And then they’ll go to the Capo, to Tex, putting King and everyone else in danger, followed by Phoenix, Sergio… I think you get the picture. The only boss she’s actually safe with, the only Family that actually makes sense, is the only one who wields the power of both the Sinacore’s and the Russians. That”—I put my hand on his shoulder—“as disappointed and pissed as you look—would be me.”

“Take your hand off my person.”

I pull it away, seriously tempted to pat him on the cheek then run. My fingers itch to rile him up. Instead, I offer him a shit-eating grin. “I know that you hate that I’m right, but… I’m right.”

“Don’t tell Chase,” Nixon mutters. “Guy already wants to murder you for sleeping with his daughter.”

“Had he left the tree up—”

Nixon jerks his head in my direction. “You were saying?”

“We would have saved the squirrels?” I offer lamely. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep it in my pants.”

“Or course you will.” He grabs my shoulder; his fingers dig in until I know I’m going to have a five-fingered-shaped bruise. “Because if you don’t, we’ll find you a brand-new tree, really tall, and hang you from it with your intestines.”

“That’s very detailed for being so on the spot,” I mutter. “Don’t worry, I’m here to protect her. I’ve only ever wanted to protect her.”

I’m not lying.

I kept away to protect her heart.

And selfishly mine.

And until the last breath of air leaves my body—I’ll keep at it.

Until my heart stops beating.

“Good.” Nixon gives me a little shove into the kitchen. “Heard about Jenna…”

“Damn, she was the worst,” Tex, the Capo and King’s dad pop out of nowhere, looking like a lost bodybuilder sans the orange skin. Dude just keeps getting bigger and bigger with his full tats, guns strapped to his body beneath his black suit coat, and big wide smile. I’ve been told that I act like him sometimes, but I don’t see it, like at all.

“You owe me fifty.” Nixon points at him. “I said it would be this week.”

I sigh. “You guys are really good parents. I mean, seriously, I’m shedding a tear, you bet on me too?”

They just shrug, then Tex says, “Does it count that your dad and Phoenix bet a car? No?”

“Daaaaaad…” I peer over at him and Phoenix. They have this weird love-hate bro fest going on. I mean, last year, they went on a fishing trip to Alaska.

Two powerful freaky as hell mob bosses just chilling with the salmon.

Fucking weird.

They bought matching tackle boxes.

Tents.

I can’t anymore.

The wives think it’s adorable—but I stopped thinking it’s anything but creepy when they started developing the same tastes and mannerisms.

I guess it works since Phoenix knows all the secrets of the Italians, and Andrei carries all the ones from the Petrov Family, so maybe that’s why they’re so alike? They know what it’s like to live in darkness, accept it, and do everything in your power to keep it away from those you love.

I move around the table and sit next to my dad. His golden blond hair is slicked back. He’s wearing a black relaxed vintage T-shirt and black skinny jeans with red boots.

See? I can’t anymore.

Phoenix is sitting next to him, buzzed hair close to his head, a Phoenix ring on his pointer finger as he twirls the whiskey glass in front of him, and he’s basically in all black except a red tie.

Did they fucking color coordinate?

“Son…” Dad still has a slight Russian accent he definitely didn’t pass down to me; he’s smirking like he knows what I’m about to ask or say. Phoenix leans in too.

“She’s staying here,” I say it plainly, quickly. “It’s the safest place, and if you guys both don’t stop smiling, I’m going to drink all the whiskey and replace it with root beer. Who’ll be laughing then?”

“Worst day of his life.” Dad elbows Phoenix, who gives him a grimace.

How they’re natural killers can boggle the mind, then again, as quick as they joke, the switch flips.

“Son of a bitch, Junior!” Serena yells, stomping into the room. “It’s an Instagram account I follow! I’m not cheating.”

“Oh, great.” Ash sits down next to me. “That Abandonato temper.” He shakes his head.

“You do remember your last name?” Phoenix asks.

“Just like you remember yours.” Ash winks. I know he’s teasing, but it’s a fucking sore spot. Phoenix was given the Nicolasi line. He’s technically a De Lange, what used to be the most hated Family of them all.

Chase decided to just straight up cleanse the line but save the kids, which is kind of where all of our stories start. They came to Eagle Elite, Ash decided to give them a chance, and for the last two years, we’ve been victims of attempted killings, bombings, death threats, and car crashes.

Super fun if you ask me.

Honestly though, we know at this point it’s not them trying to infiltrate or attack us; if anything, they’re so thankful we’re letting them into the fold they’d lay down in the middle of the road and close their eyes while we played chicken.

I like most of them. At this point, we had about fifteen of them at Eagle Elite running recon, making sure the University owned by the mafia runs smoothly, and they’re doing a kickass job.

Yet again, doesn’t mean it still makes Phoenix feel warm fuzzies, long history there, long history. The guy literally cut the Family crest from his body.

Dad kicks Ash under the table. “Show some respect.”

Ash smiles. “Sorry, Drei.”

Dad hates that nickname.

So Ash uses it on a daily basis.

“So hungry.” Annie sits down next to Ash or attempts to, but he pulls her into his lap.

And here we go.

Things don’t get better as Junior and Serena finish their fight and start kissing, mere feet away from her dad Nixon.

Phoenix moves to stand.

Dad puts his hand on his shoulder.

Let’s just say with all the tension, killings, and new relationships, things have been ridiculously tense.

I shudder to think what would happen if they knew about me.

If anyone but Chase found out.

I suddenly want to down the entire fifth in front of my dad and Phoenix. I grab a glass and pour.

“How’s school?” Dad asks. “You’ve been gone a lot, quiet.”

Phoenix’s creepy blue eyes are watching me, watching my body language, my breathing, the way I swallow.

Shit, he’s a human lie detector, so I stay as close to the truth as I can. “I miss Izzy.”

Okay, so I tell the truth.

“And?”

“And I swear I won’t mess things up with her here,” I say truthfully. “I just can’t lose her.”

“Okay.” Dad nods his head. “Okay.”

I exhale in relief and reach for my glass of whiskey when Phoenix pipes up. “What are you afraid of, Maks?”

I freeze. “Sorry?”

“Your eyes,” he says, sipping his drink. “They’re different… what are you afraid of?”

I go for honesty here too, because there’s really no use in lying. “Death,” I finally say.

My dad looks shocked. Phoenix doesn’t.

“Not the dying part, but leaving behind those I love the most. It’s what keeps me up at night.” I force a smile. “You know, normal mafia kid stuff.”

Phoenix looks away.

Guess the whole questioning is over with.

But my appetite is gone.

I’m shaking again.

I excuse myself amidst the chaos and wonder if they would really miss me? I had a huge family—we were loyalty, blood, destruction, war.

Would they miss one more assassin? One more soldier?

I walk into my room to strip for a shower and end up going to the stairway and then the private pool on the outskirts of the property; it’s more lake than pool with a few bridges, paddleboards, and a special area where you can think.

Dad built it for me when I was young, said every boy needed a place to think, so we called it my thinking rock.

I wrote my name on it every summer; it was a boulder stuck in about two feet of water from the man-made hot springs, it had little blue and white lights around it.

Peaceful, it was peaceful.

I also had a private stash of Vodka near the tree.

I grab it and sit in the warm water, wearing nothing but my black briefs. I lean back and look up at the stars.

And I count.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

How many days?

Weeks?

Months?

Or is it worse? Is it mere hours?

I immediately want to call Nikolai and ask.

Instead, I sit there and try to be thankful that I have people who love me, who care for me, that when it mattered, I protected her—and saved him.

 

“He can never know,” I whisper in a rough voice. “You can’t… you can’t tell him.”

Nikolai sighs, hanging his head. “He should know.”

“No,” I say again. “He can never fucking know.”

“It should have been Junior or Valerian, even King. Why did it have to be you, Maksim? Why?”

“Because I owe him everything—we all do—and I was asked to do one thing. If I can’t do this one thing, what worth do I have to this family? To my friend? No, it needs to be me. They’ve all sacrificed enough; it’s finally my turn to bleed.”

 

It was one of the last lucid conversations I had with Nikolai before the sickness started before I had to take the drugs.

I hear someone walking toward me. The property is like a compound, armored and protected, but still, I grab the knife I always keep next to the rock and wait.

Izzy’s head pops around the corner. “Phoenix said I could find you here.”

“Phoenix,” I grumble. “He knows all things.”

“Pretty much.” She shrugs, then wades into the water after kicking off her flip flops. She’s still in her gray jersey knit dress, it hugs her soft curves, and I love it.

I also want to get it wet, so it sticks more.

“I know that look.” She laughs; the water is up to her knees. “Go get your rocks off elsewhere, Leg Day skipper.”

“Again, one time!” I splash her.

She laughs and splashes me back.

I want to say it should always be like this.

But it’s too hard to get the words out of my mouth.

I’m so tired of fighting.

But I have to do it.

“You can get in if you want,” I say, mouth dry, vision blurring yet again when she’s close because my control is nil.

Hah, nil, fun word.

Control it, control it, control it.

I exhale.

I breathe in the outside air.

I feel the warm water on my skin.

I’m calm again.

Rustling sounds. I look up; she’s in nothing but athletic black spandex shorts that leave zero to the imagination as they ride up her ass and a pink sports bra. “It’s colder than I remember.”

It’s the same temperature, but she nips out anyway— from the water or me? I’m not sure, but it’s doing jack shit for my self-control.

“Come here,” I whisper, my vision tunneling.

I pull myself back, I breathe her in.

She wades over to me.

I draw her down; her legs fall on either side of me, her expression nearly drunk as my cock presses between her thighs.

It was never just sex with her.

It was love at first insect.

Love at first laughter.

Love at first sight is complete bullshit—it’s always ever been love at every first with Izzy Abandonato

And now, she doesn’t even know, we’re done experiencing our firsts.

We’re experiencing our lasts.

Our last kiss.

Our last moments.

Our last laughter.

Our last hug.

Fight.

Our last everything.

And I can’t even fucking tell her.

She cups my face. “I really, really hated Jenna.”

“Oh, good. Exactly what I wanted to discuss with your hot body straddling my cock. Please continue. What exactly did you hate? Should we make a list? Love a good pro and con.”

She pinches my nipple.

“Hey!”

She pinches the other. I bat her hand away.

I always forget how easy it is to love someone so good.

It’s like simply existing.

I wrap her long dark hair around my hand, fisting it and bringing her mouth close. “Can we forget we aren’t friends right now? Can you forget you still hate me and that I hurt you? For just ten seconds?”

“Why ten seconds?” she asks, blue eyes peering into mine like she can see my soul. “Why not eleven or twelve?”

I tug harder. “Pain in my ass, always asking questions.”

She squirms on my lap. “Pain in my ass, always asking for favors.”

“Fine, twelve. I’ll give you two extra seconds.”

She gasps. “That’s not what I meant.”

“I know, but I can’t say no to a good bargain. You upped it to twelve, so twelve it is. Can you just be Izzy right now? Can you just… exist under the stars, no love, no war, no enemies, no killing, no fighting. Can I just… be with you?”

Tears fill her eyes. “I wish I could say I could do twelve seconds and forget all of those things.” She presses a hand to my heart. “But I can’t.”

“Then lie,” I beg, feeling the tunnel vision, the anger, the tears of unfairness. “Lie to me.”

“Maks…” A tear spills down onto her cheek.

“Please.” I suddenly feel desperate as I pull her close.

Her arms wrap around my neck as she moves against my body like we’re about ready to have sex only to freeze.

My mouth finds hers.

She’s warm and tastes like red wine and perfection. Our tongues are slow, and I count again.

It’s what I do now.

I count not to keep calm.

But as a count down.

So I’m not caught by surprise when I hit zero.

Twelve.

Eleven.

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

She deepens the kiss as I wrap my arms around her body and dig my hands deeper into her hair, pulling her so close that I feel her breasts rubbing against my chest, her thighs pressing against my cock.

Seven.

If I die now, I will smile; it will be sad.

It will be worth it.

She breaks the kiss then dives back in, parting my lips with her tongue, breaking my heart with how achingly slow she kisses me back like she too has a countdown and needs to savor this moment.

Six.

Five.

Four.

She clings to me then, like she knows it’s close.

The end.

I cling back because I know we’re on borrowed time.

Three.

God, she’s pretty as she moves against me. She needs to get off; she’s so close that I don’t think I’ll have to do more than reach down and use my hand.

So I do it.

Quickly.

She falls apart instantly.

Two.

She collapses against me.

One.

Still alive.

Still, a dead man walking.


Chapter Six

“With every day, and from both sides of my intelligence, the moral and the intellectual, I thus drew steadily nearer to that truth, by whose partial discovery I have been doomed to such a dreadful shipwreck: that man is not truly one, but truly two.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

Like a scared idiot, I immediately snatched up my clothes and ran back to the house. He gave me an orgasm with his palm.

It took him less than two seconds.

His. Palm.

I was both embarrassed and horrified that all it took was one little touch of his warm hand, a flick of his tongue, and I was owned, yet again, by the boy I’d loved and the man he had turned into, the one I hated.

A man I no longer recognized.

Why did we have to be so difficult?

Why?

I grabbed a towel on my way in and nearly collided with Andrei in an effort to get to one of the guest rooms.

He stared me up and down. “I take it my son’s outside by his rock?”

The way he said rock almost made me laugh as if his son was five and playing with rocks. Uh no, he’s a full grown-ass man, and he was playing me, sir. Sorry?

My cheeks flared with heat. “Yes.”

He nodded and looked behind me. “Has he been acting different ever since Ash and Annie got together?”

I frowned. “Yeah, but he was acting different before then, you know.” It pained me to say it. “He’s young, doesn’t want to be tied down and all of that.”

“And the assignments from the Families? What do you think about that?” Andrei crossed his lean arms.

I shrugged. “Honestly, he’s your successor. I imagine he gets into fights, but for the most part, he uses his brain. He likes science. He literally fainted when he was twelve and had a compound break in his arm.”

Andrei smiled. “Funny you would remember it that way.”

“Huh?” I frowned. “He fell and broke his arm and cried.”

“But who did he run into? And who cried first?” He tilted his head. “He wasn’t crying because of his own blood—he was crying because of yours.” He pushed off the wall. “Take the room next to Maksim’s. I want someone watching you just in case, and he’s already promised not to touch you.” He paused. “He hasn’t, right? Touched you?”

It was on the tip of my tongue to lie when Maksim’s mom walked around the corner looking gorgeous in a black skirt and short top, paired with a tuxedo jacket. “You ready for date night?”

“Oh, you’re going out?” I asked.

She grinned. “No, we’re staying in.”

Andrei smiled wider.

“Oh. OH!” I held up my hands. “Carry on.”

Awkward. So awkward.

“Earplugs are provided, compliments of my son, in every guest room.” Andrei winked and then kissed her on the forehead.

She smacked his chest, blushing. “He’s kidding.”

“Don’t wear them and find out,” Andrei growled.

I just sighed because, really, all of our parents are literally having more sex than us; at least it felt that way. “Have fun.”

Lame.

They both laughed and walked off, leaving me confused and dripping on the floor. I decided that the best way to get him off me was to shower.

Big mistake.

Because I ended up smelling his shampoo, and it wasn’t a short sniff. I wish. No, I stood there like an idiot with water pelting my back and took a few deep sniffs with my eyes closed, set down the shampoo, then reached for the conditioner.

“You gonna sniff me too?” A rough voice said.

“Shit.” I dropped the conditioner onto the floor and covered myself as good as I could, I mean, he’d seen it all, but we weren’t together, he’d just broken up with Jenna, so it felt… wrong. “No.”

“Bummer.” He braced himself against the outside of the glass shower. Steam billowed around us. His face was hard to read, which was odd for someone like Maks, someone who wore his heart on his sleeve and basically begged you to steal it with this smile, the way he stood, the way he existed. “And here I got all dressed up for the occasion.”

He dropped his towel and opened the door to the shower. I slammed back against the wall, still covering myself. “I’ll just…”

“You can stay if you want.” His eyes seemed darker, his body more predatory like he was waiting to strike.

I frowned. “Your eyes are super dilated… are you okay?” I reached toward him only to have him laugh.

“Am I okay?” He laughed harder then slammed a hand against the glass wall making the entire shower shudder under his strength. “Don’t I look okay?”

My eyes roamed up and down his body. Of course, he looked okay. He looked like a freaking naked Greek god with his wet blond hair falling in curls across his forehead, his eyes raking over me like he wanted to lick me from the inside out then do it again. Strong thighs braced me so close that it was impossible not to feel his heat or see how much I was affecting him even after the rock incident.

Panicked, I blindly started searching behind me for the shower door, so I could escape; something told me I needed to go.

Right then.

And go fast.

His muscles contracted like he was getting ready to sprint or something, and then he shook his head like he needed to get whatever was inside it out.

Just when I found the door and was getting ready to open it, he pounced, pressing his body against mine; his nose sniffed up and down my neck. A growl erupted from his lips, or was it a purr?

What was happening?

Was he high?

On something?

His body was searing hot as I put a hand between us, pressing against his chest to get him to move away. My entire life, I’d felt safe with Maksim. He was the safe, happy guy, but right now? He was like a hybrid of Junior and Ash on their very worst days with a dose of Valerian tossed in.

Maybe it was their influence?

Had he finally snapped under the stress?

All the things I tried to think of as I slowly pushed him away.

He wouldn’t budge, just kept sniffing down my neck; his tongue followed, lining my collarbone, licking up the droplets of water that were still falling from my hair and the showerhead.

“Wait,” he rasped. “Just give me a minute.”

I was starting to hyperventilate as he kept me trapped between the door and his massive body.

He was immobile.

He shuddered and then shoved away from me so hard that I nearly fell ass-backward out of the shower by way of the door.

“Go!” He gave me his back.

“Maks, are you okay?”

“GO!” He roared this time, his entire body heaving as he leaned against the glass wall and started to shake so hard it looked like he was having a seizure. “Please…”

It was the please that did it.

That made me want to stay.

The please was Maksim.

The go was something else.

I had no clue if he’d taken something or if he was having a nervous breakdown, but I knew something was wrong, so I did what he said, grabbed a shirt and boxers from his room then came back into the bathroom to find him brushing his teeth like nothing had happened.

And that was the freakiest thing.

He seemed normal again.

“Maks?”

He looked up and grinned, mouth full of toothpaste. “Change your mind about sniffing me?”

“No.” But I was super terrified, so high five for pushing me away. “Are you… okay?”

He spat into the sink, then grabbed a glass of water, swished it around, and did the same. He had a towel wrapped around his waist. His muscles still appeared tense, like he’d put one of those TENS units on his body and hit high for a solid twenty minutes.

“Sure.” His eyes didn’t meet mine as he ran his hands through his wet waves of hair. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“I don’t know.” Was I going crazy? “It just seemed like you weren’t yourself earlier.”

His easy smile was back; the smile that tilted up on the right was one that both mocked and seduced. “I think you’re just tired and under a lot of stress. I mean, the fire is one thing.” He walked to me and whispered. “I’m sure the magical orgasm didn’t help.”

“Asshole.” I rolled my eyes.

“Those my boxers?” He pointed.

“I have no clothes,” I ground out. “Fire, remember?”

“Yeah, those aren’t going to work. They’re my favorite pair.”

“What part of I almost ended up barbecued isn’t getting into your thick skull,” I snapped his forehead with my fingers. “I should get a free pass.”

His eyes flashed the way they had before. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“Argue?”

“Flick me.” We were chest to chest; his eyes did that weird dilation thing again the hell kind of suspense horror film was I in? It was like someone had turned off the lights making his pupils stretch.

Without warning, he picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder, then threw me onto his bed; I bounced up and tried to escape.

He pinned me down with his hands, then leaned down, biting on the waistband of his boxers and sliding them down my legs.

I wasn’t wearing underwear at all.

I was completely bare to him.

Shivering, I wasn’t sure whether to kiss him or kick him.

It was a tie.

And I was exhausted.

He stood, boxers in his mouth. I leaned up on my elbows, afraid to move. He dropped his towel.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his erect cock.

It was just. There. And huge.

He didn’t look away from me as he slowly put them on, tucking himself into the waistband like it wasn’t completely obvious he was hiding a baseball bat in there and walked over to the dresser.

He grabbed a pair of blue plaid boxers and came back to the bed, gently putting my feet through the holes and pulling the boxers up to my knees.

His body tensed, both hands suddenly shoved my thighs apart, then his head descended, and his nose was there.

Right there.

It tickled.

And it was so against character, I mean, he was always amazing in bed, but this was… primal.

Goosebumps broke out over my body as he took one big inhale like I was his drug, then shuddered, slamming my legs back together and jerking the boxers all the way up to my waist.

“Wh-what was that?” I asked.

“You sniffed both my shampoo and my conditioner, so I figured it was only fair that I sniffed your neck and your pussy.”

“Maks!” I blushed furiously. “You can’t just—”

“I did though, didn’t I?” His eyes gleamed. “You have five seconds to leave my room before I follow up with what I was just doing. One, two…” His voice lowered as he counted.

I scrambled off the bed and ran down the hall to my room only to hear him call after me.

“Lock your door, Iz.”

I didn’t have to be told twice.

Did I think he would hurt me? No, not physically, but something wasn’t right, and every instinct told me that letting him in, touching him, physically, emotionally bonding with him more than I already had—wouldn’t just be my death, but his.

So, I kept my door locked and stared at the wall I shared with him.

Was he okay?

I jumped when the sound of something breaking filled the air, followed by a yell, and then silence.

Me: Wrestling bears in there?

He didn’t respond right away; it was more like five minutes before he texted back.

Maks: Nah just my emotional demons. Care to tame them?

Me: Hard pass.

Maks: Damn it, worth a try.

Me: Really though… are you okay?

Maks: Are any of us really okay? Riddle me this… in the mafia, is anything ever normal? I think we’re all just really good at pretending.

Me: Are you? Good at pretending?

Maks: I don’t even know anymore. I don’t know who I am… sometimes I think I’m lost.

Me: So do whatever it takes to be found.

Maks: I am, Iz, believe me, I am.

Me: Good.

Maks: If I promise to be on my best behavior, can I sleep on the floor?

Me: Only if you promise not to touch me.

Maks: Touching you is a bad idea. I mean, it’s a good idea in theory, but… I don’t want to hurt you.

I wanted to type back, you hurt me every day you date someone else, every time you touch me and make me love you more and more, then walk away when all I want is for you to stay by my side.

To follow through on your promise.

Me: Fine.

Maks: You’ll have to unlock your door.

Me: You’re the one that told me to lock it.

Maks: Oh right…

Huh?

Maks: I’ll be right over.

I plugged my phone in to the charger I’d found left by the bed and went and unlocked the door to my bedroom.

Maks was already standing there, bottle of vodka in one hand and a sad smile on his face. “Drink with me.”

“Your poor liver.” I sighed. “Been drinking a lot tonight, probably why you went a little ragey.”

Actually, it made sense, I’d never seen him like that, but I knew better than anyone the pressure he was under from his dad. His dad’s legacy was known worldwide across all syndicates, crime families, and even government agencies.

It would be a lot to take in for anyone, especially considering what his dad did in his spare time—run a club that legally sold women, or I guess illegally sold women to men in order to get them out of trafficking.

More went on there, but the last time I asked Maks about it, he shut down and paled like he’d seen too much and didn’t want to scar me for life.

Apparently, his dad liked to torture people with animals, and Maks had walked in when Andrei was using a tiger for God knows what.

Maks never spoke of it again, but he suddenly hated Tigger and anything tiger-striped.

“Yup,” Maks answered and made himself comfortable on my bed.

“You said the floor.” I joined him and lay back. It was so easy with him, so comfortable. For years I’d dreamed of lying with him like this, no cousins walking in, no friends judging us, no parents getting angry and telling us we didn’t know what love was.

Why did that dream suddenly seem impossible?

Maksim was pale as he tilted the bottle back. We didn’t speak. I basically just watched him drink and emotionally self-destruct until the bottle was half empty, and he nodded off.

I grabbed it from his hands and gently tucked him into bed, lifting his heavy legs and pulling the covers over his body.

“I miss holding your hand,” he whispered without opening his eyes. “You think you can feel people after you die?”

I froze, watching his innocent peaceful face. “What do you mean?”

“I hope so,” he grumbled. “I hope you can feel me even after darkness falls… maybe my heart will remember yours and try to keep beating one last time—so I can hold your hand.”

“Maks, you’re just drunk; you’re not dying.” I lay down next to him. “Try to sleep.”

He held out his hand and whispered, “Just in case.” A solitary tear slid down his cheek onto the pillow.


Chapter Seven

“There comes an end to all things; the most capacious measure is filled at last, and this brief condescension to my evil finally destroyed the balance of my soul.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

I see her.

I recognize her as mine.

I touch her, and it’s so familiar I want to cry.

But something inside my brain hurts—maybe I am going crazy. How great would it be if the very cure is what causes the sickness at the risk of my mental health.?

I fucking hate being sick.

I hate lying to her, and the lies keep falling easier and easier to the people that I love—to the people I swore to protect.

With a muttered curse, I jab the needle into my arm and inject the clear medicine. It takes a solid minute for my body to go numb again, for the shaking to stop, for my muscles to relax; at this rate I’m going to need muscle relaxers, so I don’t tear something—and I don’t mean my shirt.

I fucking wish that were the case, that I could at least explain.

My bed dips as I sit down, letting the drug do its job to keep death at bay, but I feel it even then, how much longer it takes for the medicine to work and how much more of it I need in order to stay normal.

Crying will do nothing, but I still want to. It’s so fucking dumb, but I want to be held; the shitty part is that every time I touch her, I have this inane alpha werewolf like response—something that would be laughable if I weren’t worried I’ll actually hurt her.

It takes everything in me not to rip her clothes from her body, and yet another part of me just wants her to tell me it’s going to be okay.

Maybe that’s what I need, a perfect lie from her lips. I’ll steal it with a kiss and hold it close to my heart until it stops beating.

Then I’ll die with a smile on my face, believing that lie—and loving that girl, until the very end.

I should apologize to her for acting crazy, but what can I say? Do I tell her that blood is on my hands and that sometimes I like it now? Do I tell her that I didn’t have the guts for what needed to be done, so I took the easy way out?

I groan and fall back onto my bed, phone in hand. It buzzes, and I quickly look at it, thinking it’s going to be Izzy even though she’s next door.

But it’s not Izzy.

It’s Nikolai.

“Hey,” I answer, voice cracking, heart damn near stuttering to a stop. “Everything okay?”

“I called in a favor,” he says straight to the point. “Your blood arrived a few hours ago.”

My body tenses immediately. “And?”

He’s quiet.

Shit.

Quiet isn’t good.

“I can’t calculate precisely.” He curses, wow, even better. “Maksim, from the breakdown of your cells and the erratic way they’re reacting to the medicine, you have about seven days.”

I nearly drop the phone. “Before I die?”

“Before you ask me to kill you. Maks, you’ll be… not you anymore, do you understand what I’m saying? Back when we started this trial, you said you wanted a DNR, you signed it, if you want to go back on that, I can fax over another one and—”

“No.” I swallow, my throat is tight, my body ceases to function as I stare at the wall. “No, I don’t want that, I don’t want to be a vegetable—the Family can’t see me like that.” Izzy can’t see me like that.

I refuse it.

“I’ll fly down in about five days,” Nikolai says in a clinical voice. “Until then, I don’t want you to think I’ve given up. I have a few leads from the other medications being used for rape victims and trauma. The molecular structure is similar, and it’s… well, it’s something rather than nothing. I want to encourage you again to prepare friends and family.”

How the hell do I prepare them when I can’t even prepare myself?

“You’ll take care of it, right?” My voice trembles. “In the end? And it won’t hurt?”

“Death”—his voice is low —“is a little like sleep. You’ll close your eyes and expect to wake up in the morning; you’ll be at peace, I promise.”

Says a man raised in war holding the weapon.

My dad won’t take it well.

My mom will be a mess.

Tears fill my eyes when I think about my younger sister.

Of King and how Valerian’s near-death almost killed King’s soul dead.

I have nobody to blame but my own body.

And fighting it just ends my life sooner.

I have no answers.

No saviors.

All I have is her. The girl wearing my white shirt, lying in that bed, waiting, not knowing that waiting just means the time goes by faster. This short time we have—it will never be enough.

I hang up the phone.

It’s how I find myself in Izzy’s room, begging, fucking pleading with my soul to hold her hand.

I sound normal.

I wish I were more drunk.

Instead, I’m experiencing hell while living.

Do I really have the heart to spend the last few days on this earth with her? Without telling her my secret? Does that make me selfish? I can’t decide. All I know is that I’m not her friend.

I can’t be her friend anymore, not right now.

I don’t look at her as a friend.

I look at her like she’s my forever.

Her hand squeezes mine.

That’s how I fall asleep. Holding forever in my hand, wishing I could keep her in my heart, but that’s not how death will be for me.

Will I fall asleep just like this? Holding her hand and praying for a miracle? Will she wake up and notice that my heart no longer beats for her when it would do anything to stay?

A tear slides down my cheek before I can stop it. I know I look weak and drunk, but if she knew, if she really knew, I’d like to think I’m holding it together for the most part.

Usually, when people are given a countdown, they do all the things they wish they would have done, no regrets, right? They have their family surrounding them with bittersweet joy.

What would I do if I knew?

My mind immediately goes to a family story—a legend, really—about a girl who died too soon, reminding me of the song If I Die Young.

Rumor has it that all the bosses, our dads, got together one night with this girl, her name was Andi. They sang the song, and she sang it, knowing she would die. Seeing the end and braving it like the warrior she was.

Sergio doesn’t talk about her a lot—but every year, every fucking year, he goes to her grave and lays down a piece of folded paper. I can barely see the dark writing on it, but I know for a fact it’s always the same.

I asked him once what it was, asked him why he did it, assuming it was a letter of things left unsaid.

 

She died too soon of leukemia and was engaged to him. He smiled when he admitted how horrible he was to her. Val, his wife now, just held his hand the way I’m holding Izzy’s and says, “She’d punch you if she heard that.”

“Good.” And Sergio smiled.

Then, Val kissed him on the mouth and walked off, leaving Sergio and me to stare at the gravestone.

He smiled.

It was weird.

His mourning was to smile.

Minutes later, Val returned wearing a pair of beautiful white pearls around her neck. She had a piece of red satin wrapped around her, and she twirled toward Sergio.

It was so simple.

I had no idea what was going on.

But I felt tears in the back of my throat as they began to dance in front of her tombstone, twirling and twirling.

And when they were done, she took off her pearls and laid them to rest on the ground where he’d put the piece of paper.

“It’s all the things she wanted to do before she died,” Sergio whispered. “She did it, you know, she did them all. She was the rainbow after the storm. The fresh breeze that comes in the spring. Fallen leaves in the fall. She was here, and then she wasn’t. Her body gave up, but her spirit…” He smiled up at Val. “It won’t ever die because we won’t let it.”

I’d never seen Sergio tear up.

But as he pressed his palm against that tombstone, a solitary tear fell, hitting the piece of paper, staining it.

Val picked it up, pulled out a marker, and wrote something down.

“What are you writing?” I asked.

She smiled and looked over at Sergio. “Every year close to her death, we make sure the list…” Her eyes were sad. “Today, we did the last thing on her list. To die with a smile on her face, in the sunrise.”

Just then, the sun started to rise over the horizon.

Sergio squeezed his eyes shut and held Val.

 

I had no clue why they let me come that night, but maybe they knew, maybe Sergio somehow knew two years ago that I would be in the same predicament.

I turn to my side and stare at the wall. I think about all the things I haven’t done and all the things I’ve done that I shouldn’t.

I grip her hand tighter.

Laughter.

Holding hands.

Kissing.

Eating.

Walking.

Enjoying a short life with the woman I love.

Telling her the clock is ticking wouldn’t be fair.

I wait until she’s asleep, and then I grab my phone and text Nikolai.

Me: Don’t tell them why. Stop my heart. But it has to be at the exact time I tell you.

Nik: I can do that.

Me: It’s the only thing I want. For her to know that my heart beats for hers until the very end.

I drop my phone and close my eyes, then turn and pull Izzy into my arms and smell her hair; I fall asleep with a smile on my face.


Chapter Eight

“Life is not a matter about holding good cards, but of playing a poor hand well.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

I woke up to Maksim holding me in his arms. I should have probably pulled away, but I pretended to be asleep a little longer, knowing it was such a typical move that I actually felt embarrassed about it. His body was warm, maybe even feverish, jaw clenched, beautiful super wavy hair chaotically sticking to his pillow and part of his forehead.

Why did every moment feel like goodbye when we’d already established what we were to each other? Why did this feel tragic when he was just a guy with a dick, too many gorgeous smiles, and a perfect body?

I didn’t understand it.

All I knew was that I felt like if I didn’t hold him close, he’d disappear, and him being out of my life, as much as I wanted to throat punch him—felt like a tragedy I wasn’t sure I’d survive.

I wished it wasn’t so hard to beg him to stay by my side when that was all I wanted. I reached out and touched his forehead. His eyes opened immediately, scaring the crap out of me, and I yanked my hand back.

“No,” he whispered. “I liked it.”

“Oh.” I held his hand and squeezed.

My heart felt frozen in that moment, like he was stopping it, holding it hostage. His eyes searched mine, moving back and forth. Slowly, he leaned in, his mouth so close to mine all I had to do was move a few more inches, and I’d be tasting Maksim Sinacore.

The love of my life—the love I could never have—all over again.

Sometimes, I wanted to rebel, to just pin him down on the bed and have my way with him, to be in complete control of every single wave of ecstasy that washed over him.

I’d be a total liar if that fantasy wasn’t something that I thought about on a daily basis, making this man beg.

“How’d you sleep?” he asked, eyes distant.

“Good,” I whispered. “I had a space heater next to me.”

“Very funny.” He laughed. “We should probably get up before my dad threatens me not to touch you again.”

“Probably,” I agreed, not wanting to let go for some reason. “Hey, Maks?”

“Yeah.” His thumb moved across my hand back and forth back and forth.

“Is everything okay with you?”

He froze. His hand stopped moving, his eyes blinked, then looked down. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It just feels like something’s… wrong.”

He went completely still, then leaned over me, his body covering mine. With a smirk, he lowered his head, lips brushed mine.

I wanted more.

My hands gripped his biceps just as a knock sounded at my door. I shoved him off me as the door jerked open.

Serena, with her dyed blond hair piled high in a bun on her head, was standing there, eyes narrowed. Junior was right beside her. He looked like he could be an actor with his smirk, tattoos, and muscles. I could have sworn he was getting more and more jacked.

Ash shoved past them, Annie close on his heels, followed by King, Tank, and Kartini.

“Lovely.” Maksim flopped back down against the pillows. “Was there a meeting nobody told me about?”

Something flew past my face hitting Maksim in the chin.

A shoe.

Serena’s.

Nice.

“They found out what happened,” Ash spoke up first. “At the house.”

I jolted up. “Was it arson?”

Ash nodded his head, eyes weary. “Yeah, looks like it.”

“So, I have to stay here.” I tried not to sound excited at the prospect of being so close to Maksim, but maybe this was our chance.

Our last chance?

Who knew, but I would take it, blindly even, because I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was seriously wrong, even when he said it wasn’t.

“Yup.” Ash ran his hands through his hair. “I think that’s smart; the pool house is still fine; how the hell are you so calm, Iz?”

Maksim.

The first answer that came to my mind.

“She’s a fucking Abandonato,” Maksim said with a snort. “If she wasn’t fine, we’d need to exchange her for a better version.”

I stuck out my tongue and shoved him.

He barely budged, but at least I felt better.

“See?” Maksim grinned. “She’s fine, plus I arrived on a white horse and caught the princess as she fled her castle, so I get points too, right?”

Ash glared. “Question. Does everyone think it’s okay to sleep with my sisters? Have I not made myself painfully clear on this?”

Oh, shit. I glanced between the two and realized it looked like we’d slept together, not slept-slept but had sex.

“Nothing happened!” I said quickly. “I just held his hand.”

Ash barked out a laugh. “Yeah, okay, and Junior’s a virgin.”

“I’m serious!” I held up my hands. “We’re innocent, plus he just broke up with Jenna!”

“The worst,” Tank said under his breath, earning a fist bump from Junior and a nod from Ash.

Maksim groaned into his hands. “Can we not talk about Jenna anymore?”

“And yet you kissed it.” Ash shook his head. “Really, that’s an insult to my sister as much as it’s an insult to me.”

I groaned again.

A fight was coming. I knew it.

“The ring,” Ash said with a smirk. “You, me, King, Junior, and Tank a little exercise will do you good, Maksim. God knows you aren’t getting any action anymore anyway. Isn’t a little release… good?”

I reached under the blankets to grab Maksim’s thigh and came right into contact with his very hard length.

Hand paused; I did nothing while they all talked about when they’d go do their fights, aka workouts.

“Wanna come shop with us?” Serena called over her shoulder.

I was still distracted by Maksim’s dick.

“Huh? What?” I said.

Serena looked down at my hand, at the blankets, and shrugged. “Maybe another time. You’re busy.”

“No!” I was ready to defend myself when they all left.

Twenty minutes later, and Maksim would be sparring with Ash, who’d most likely shout, “You slept with my sister!” about a dozen times before drawing first blood.

I groaned and lay back on the pillow.

“Could be worse.” Maksim grinned, moving over me. His body was so hot, so right as he stared down at me, smirk perfection.

“How?”

His body started to slowly grind against mine.

My legs fell apart without my approval, just like a moan escaped between my lips without my consent.

“Well…” He started grinding his erection between my thighs to the point that I couldn’t stop moving with him.

So wrong.

So right.

How was this so good? My clothes were on, but I wanted to rip them off; everything about Maksim had always been all-consuming. He was an expert kisser, an expert manipulator in the way he used his body against others. I had no choice but to surrender. Hell, he never gave me any other option other than pleasure.

“See?” He growled against my neck. “This is so much worse, your brother assuming that we did something we aren’t even guilty of. I mean, if we’re going to get into trouble, we may as well… do it.”

“Do wh-what?” I played dumb.

He gripped my ass with his right hand and tugged at my boxers, loosening them then sliding his fingers between my thighs. “Oh, you know… sleep in.”

“This isn’t sleeping.”

“No…” He laughed against my neck, his fingers inching deeper inside me. “But I’m definitely in.”

“Maks!”

“What?” He spread his fingers wide and started to play.

And while it felt so good, I wanted to die, it still felt like something was off.

Another knock sounded at the door. “Get the fuck off my sister, Sinacore!”

“Ash,” we said in unison.

But rather than let me finish, Maks pulled his fingers from my body, lifted them to his mouth, sucked, then winked. “See? It really could be worse.”

“Wait!” I jolted up. “You’re just going to leave?”

“Your brother is literally standing outside the door. Hi, Ash!”

“What the hell are you two doing in there still?”

“Playing chess… I just got dominated by the queen,” Maksim teased. “Wait, does that mean I win or lose?”

The doorknob started moving.

“And that’s my cue.” Maks jumped away from me. Then, as if he had another thought, he came back to the bed, jerked down my or, I guess, his boxers, and shoved his face between my thighs.

I was too shocked to react as his tongue darted and swept. My body shook as he punished me.

I came apart within seconds.

He pulled back and wiped his face on the comforter, and yelled at Ash. “Don’t worry, man, I won’t be late. I already had breakfast.”

“Huh?” Ash knocked again. “You on that whole protein bar kick again?”

“Yeah…” Maksim didn’t look away from me as I tried to recover from his attack. My lungs tried to inhale more air but were struggling to accomplish it. “I just got a new flavor; wanted to try it out.”

“Whatever, you have five minutes before I kick your ass.”

“Can’t wait.” Maksim winked again.

He left me more confused than ever.

More turned on than I should be.

Was he serious this time, though?

Did he mean it?

Or was I just comfortable?

Sometimes I felt like the default screw. The untouchable girl he screwed and fell for, the one that’s always going to stand by his side even when he does the unthinkable.

I fell back against the bed, feeling ashamed of myself. I mean, how easy was it for him to give me an orgasm? How easy was it for me to ignore every single sign that said it was a bad idea?

And was I just… available?

To the boy I’d given my heart to.

And the man who refused to give it back.

I heard Maksim curse and stumble around in his room next door, and then, “Hey jackass, you waited.”

More cursing, my brother, more hitting, probably Maksim.

I stared up at the ceiling. Maybe it would be best if I just took one day at a time. It’s not like we didn’t have time to figure things out.

Maksim was still young; so was I. It was okay to be patient.

I nodded my head like I’d just had a conversation with myself and agreed with myself in the same breath.

Time. We both just needed time.

I could do that.

I could wait.


Chapter Nine

“I slept after the prostration of the day, with a stringent and profound slumber which not even the nightmares that wrung me could avail to break.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

“Son of a bitch!” I take another hit to my left cheek, then duck as Ash comes for me. “Bro, you’ve known for like the last year! No need to go all Jake Paul on me!”

“You bring that up?” He dives for my legs, I dodge to the left. “You know I lost money on that fight!”

“Everyone lost money on that fight!” I yell back, jumping on my feet as he tries to do a roundhouse kick to my head.

I’m in good shape.

But I know the medicine has been taking a toll on my agility. I feel invincible sometimes, only to feel like shit an hour later when the sickness comes back when the medicine does a shit job at keeping it at bay.

“You’re sweating an awful lot,” King says with laughter from the side of the ring.

“Fuck you,” I yell back. “Ash really needs to work on using his words instead of his fists.”

He swings at me again.

I duck, but he catches the side of my face.

To be honest, I don’t want to fight, and he deserves the chance to beat the shit out of me for eating the shit out of his sister, not that I’d admit it.

But come the hell on! If he was dying, would he really be sitting in his room alone pondering deep thoughts?

No. That would be no.

Junior and King go into the other ring in our workout room and start to spar. Out of the corner of my eye, I see King get in a few solid shots.

Good.

It makes me proud.

He’ll need to beat everyone to a pulp before proving that he can take over as the Capo of all the families.

A sudden surge of sadness fills me when I realize I won’t be alive to see him put that ring on, the one that represents power, respect, loyalty, honor.

I don’t see Ash’s right hook and feel nothing but throbbing pain in my cheek as I fall to the ground and slam onto my back with a huff.

“Daydreaming about my sister?” Ash hovers over me, still pissed. Shocker. “Or are you just incapable of protecting her and slow as shit?”

“Does either answer help me?” I wonder out loud. “Can I pick C?”

“There was no C.”

“Course there was, I made it up in my head. C is letting your best friend beat the shit out of you, so he feels better about his sister being naked and—”

Ash growls.

“Stop talking,” Serena says from outside the ring. She and Annie are working on Jiu-Jitsu moves with Tank and Kartini.

I love that everyone came over to work out with me.

It feels like home whenever we’re drawing blood.

I’ll miss it.

I shake my head.

I hate the thoughts.

I hate them.

“Slow little shits,” Sergio says as he drops his bag on the floor and approaches. His dark hair is pulled into a high man bun, and he’s already shirtless, showing off all the lovely tally marks on his body, revealing his kills.

Normal men do that when they fuck women.

Sergio?

Nah, he’s like, hey, let’s take it a step further and put notches on my body when I send people to Hell.

Fun guy, real fun guy.

He’s a joy at parties.

“My turn.” Sergio wraps his knuckles, and Ash actually smiles at me like, be my guest—the more blood, the merrier.

“Sure thing.” Ash chuckles. “I’ll go check in with Valerian. He said he had some info on the arson for the Family meeting later tonight; one of his guys knows a guy who knows a guy.”

“Everyone always knows a guy.” Sergio jokes. “I sent him all the video footage I had. We’ll catch whoever it is. I’m not worried.”

“Can I be worried?” I ask, raising my hand. “Because you look sexually repressed, and I feel like the guy you want to beat up right now to get rid of that frustration.”

“Repressed?” Sergio barks out a laugh. “That’s adorable. Are you even old enough to have sex?”

My eyes narrow.

“Aw, you gonna get pissed now?” Sergio charges me.

And let’s be honest, he may be in his mid-fifties, but the guy is jacked as hell; he looks like he’s in his prime, and he’s fast as fuck.

I dodge.

I move.

I get in a few good hits.

And then I get his fist in my face.

I’ll be lucky to have teeth when this is over.

My skills at grappling are better though, so I try to take him to the ground in order to get the upper hand. When I finally do, I try to choke him out but end up getting an elbow to the head.

After an exhausting half-hour, I finally take a time out to grab a water.

Both of us are bleeding about the same.

And both of us are smiling like lunatics because, hey, it feels good, and for one small moment, I didn’t feel like I was dying.

I felt like I was fighting.

And surviving.

If only this sickness was the same way.

If only I could beat it to death and come out of it smiling like this.

“Sooooo…” I don’t want to pry, but I’m curious how Sergio got over Andi, the love of his life, only to marry Val, have kids, and be as happy as he is. “Can I ask you something?”

Sergio snorts. “Out with it, Sinacore.”

“Wow, last-named. Someone’s in a mood.”

Sergio grins. “Seriously, what’s up? You need the sex talk? Don’t know how to put on a condom? Oh and no, as an almost doctor, there are things that aren’t sanitary, so doing things like—”

“Please stop.” I cringe.

He barks out a laugh.

Clearly, he’s messing with me.

“Was it hard when Andi died?”

He freezes, his expression goes blank. “Define hard.”

“I know about the list of things she wanted to do before she died. You did everything man, you were originally a dick but ended up being everything to her, a hero, husband, best friend.” The more I talk, the more his expression changes. I can feel the sadness pulsing from his body. Maybe I already have my answer.

“At the time, I had no choice,” Sergio starts. “But to be everything to her, and then time, like it so often does, just slips past you until you’re suddenly out of it and staring death in the face.” He takes a long swig of water and turns to face me, sweat running down his temples, his hair pulled away from his ponytail. “I think she was ready. I think she was more ready than me. So doing all those things, creating all those memories, while I’m grateful, there’s not a day that goes by that I’m not reminded of her. I love that we keep her memory alive, but sometimes, I selfishly wish I could hate her so that the pain would leave. Remembering her is like cutting open a nearly closed wound. You think you’re doing good, almost there…” He shakes his head. “And then you start to bleed out again. I do know, I couldn’t have survived it without Val. She doesn’t get jealous or angry; she just loves me the way I love her, she understands, which sometimes makes the guilt harder.”

“Would you do it again? The same way?” I ask, almost afraid to hear his answer.

“Yes,” he whispers. “Then some days, no.” He shrugs. “It happened the way it was supposed to. Some might say it was ordained that way. Who am I to question it? Pain is pain. Loss means exactly that—losing something precious to you, whether you love it or hate it when you lose it—you sure as hell still remember it. I guess you just have to decide what sort of memory you leave when you go if you even have that choice.”

I don’t say anything for a while.

“Is there a reason you’re asking?”

It’s my turn to shrug. “We’re the mafia, man. I’m just curious how everyone deals with the death, the grief, the very real possibility of not being around tomorrow.”

Sergio puts a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “We live for today because we aren’t guaranteed tomorrow. That’s how we deal with it. We live.”

But what if that’s not your choice?

I nod like I get it.

When my heart is squeezing so hard in my chest, I want to puke from the pain.

Because living isn’t an option, is it?

“Thanks,” I mutter.

“Everyone upstairs!” Dad yells. “Kids, set the table. Maks, Val says you’re the only one who does a good job on the sauce.”

“I do love a good sauce.” I joke, even though it feels like it falls flat and stupid. “Be right up.”

I stand only to have Sergio grab my arm. “You promise everything’s okay?”

I can’t lie to him, so I say the only thing I can. “Not now, but it will be.”

“Come to me,” he says seriously. “If for some reason… it ends up not being okay. Promise?”

“Yeah, of course.” I need to leave before I start crying like a little bitch that won’t see past next Sunday.

Tears well in my eyes as I jog across the gym and up the stairs. The shades are open, the rain is pounding the ground, and Val is standing in front of the stove with her hands on her hips. “Why does it do this every time?”

“Why do you forget the extra garlic every time and syrup?” I say behind her.

She’s gorgeous with her dark hair and hypnotic eyes, something that we never repeat to any of Sergio’s young kids for very obvious reasons considering she’s ten years younger than him.

“Damn it!” She stomps her red heel. “I knew it!”

“I’m here to help.” I wink.

I love cooking.

And since it’s my house, I’m able to help take charge while we move around the kitchen. Mom comes in later to make the salad and grab the wine. They fall into cheerful conversation as I start to set the table.

King soon joins me and starts drinking wine right away.

I smirk and look out the large window in front of the dining room; it opens up to a gorgeous fountain in our swimming pool.

I frown when I notice Sergio is out there in the rain staring up at the sky; he’s just standing there doing nothing.

Val comes up beside me. “He does that every time it rains.”

“Stands in it and catches a cold?” I ask.

She laughs and reaches for a glass of wine, pouring the red liquid into the glass and taking a sip. “No. She—Andi always loved the rain, wanted to be kissed in the rain, to dance in the rain. She was obsessed with it, so every time a fresh rain comes, he goes out for a few minutes and stands under the sky.”

I frown. “Why don’t you go out there and join him then?”

She puts her hand on my arm and smiles. “Because he already has a partner, Maks.”

“But—” I look from her to Sergio. “Doesn’t that make you jealous?”

“No.” Her smile is full of love. “She brought us together. The least I can do is let him have a few moments remembering what it was like to dance with her beneath the clouds before she was taken… love isn’t about wishing I had more of Sergio or being jealous because another woman had him first. It’s about understanding the stages of love and grief. He’ll always have a spot for her in his heart. What sort of monster would I be if I tried to steal that too when I have the rest of it already?”

Sergio turns and starts walking back inside. He’s soon in the kitchen grabbing wine. His eyes roam until he finds Val, then he’s striding toward her and pulling her into his arms, his mouth coming down on hers slowly, passionately.

She pulls back and looks up into his eyes. “How was the rain tonight?”

He smiles. “Not as warm as you.”

I read into it.

He stayed under the rain for minutes.

But he came inside to his wife.

His soul mate.

And I realize with jarring clarity that if I keep Izzy to myself these next few days, she’s going to be standing under the rain without anyone to come back to.

How cruel can a person truly be? To steal someone’s love and then leave them with nothing?

I won’t do it.

I refuse it.

I walk over to the corner of the room and dial Jenna’s number.

“What the hell do you want?”

“A favor,” I whisper.

“How long?”

“Five days.” I can barely get the words out. “Then you’ll never have to see me again.”

She sighs. “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

“No.” I watch Izzy as she walks into the kitchen with Serena and laughs. “Just think of it as saving someone’s heart.”

“Huh?”

“Be yourself.”

“As opposed to?”

“Come to my house tonight, in the next hour. I’ll give you one of my cars when this is all done.”

She’s extremely quiet. “You’re not paying me for sex, right?”

I scowl. “No, nothing like that. I just need you…” I hate that I’m saying it. “I need you by my side.”

“Oh.” A few seconds go by. “Okay, I’ll be there soon.”

I hang up. My heart hurts.

My body starts to shake again.

I squeeze my eyes shut and imagine a world where this was normal, me and Izzy, fighting, loving, fucking, enjoying life, living it together, eating bread and pasta with our parents, getting grossed out by their groping.

Instead.

I have six days.

I look down at my phone screen where the countdown has taken place.

I’m out of time.

But Izzy?

She has her whole life ahead of her. My only goal is to be the guy that loves her enough not to fuck it up.

Or her in the process.


Chapter Ten

“The Saints are the Sinners that keep on trying. —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

I’m still smiling when I think about Maksim’s mouth and what we did. We’d done a lot more in the past, but the fact that he wanted me, that he was acting normal again? I don’t know, maybe it meant I was reading into things too much?

Maybe he really did just need to spar with the guys and get some aggression out of his system.

Dinner was going to be ready in a few and rather than wear something comfortable, I asked Serena to pack me a bag from her house since mine all smelled like smoke, with strict instructions that I wanted to look hot.

Serena more than delivered—almost too well.

Kartini was lying on my bed with her vape pen in her mouth while Serena hung up all the clothes then started going through them. Her blond hair was piled into a high ponytail, her lips were painted purple, her makeup was light, at least; she had her own style that was perfect for her.

Dye my hair and give me purple lipstick, and people would probably think I was a cheap hooker.

“I think…” Her long black fingernails trailed across the designer clothes she brought; half of them still had tags on them. Benefits of being part of the mafia.

Shopping.

We had more money than we knew what to do with.

“I’m thinking the oversized black Prada high waisted trousers, and the Versace blouse, it will show some skin, but it looks casual yet sexy. Plus, you have great boobs, boobs that need to be shown—” She looked over her shoulder. “He likes your boobs, right?”

Kartini snorts from the spot on the bed. “He’s a guy.”

“Point made,” Serena declared. “All right, try them on, and I’ll make sure that your makeup is on point.”

I started to strip, already nervous that I was dressing up more than usual. Then again, nobody could talk shit considering my clothes all smelled like campfire back at my house.

I shuddered.

I hoped they knew what was going on and why someone would attempt to hurt me, of all people. They had to know my parents weren’t home, so why burn the house? What was so important? Or was it a message?

“Dinner!” Andrei announced from outside the guest room. “You girls ready?”

“Almost!” Serena called, give us five minutes.

He snorted from outside the door. “So, thirty minutes then?”

“Your wife trained you well!” Serena joked.

“That she did,” he agreed; his footsteps led him away from us.

Andrei was terrifying, and Serena teased him like he was a neighborhood stray that she gave scraps of food to on the weekends when he was good.

Then again, she was Nixon’s daughter, so what else could be expected?

“Strip, whore.” Serena crossed her arms over her black crop top and high-waisted jeans. “You heard the man, five minutes.”

Kartini yawned and flipped over onto her stomach. “Ooooh, I like those pants!”

I was already putting them on, tying them just above my belly button; it felt like I was naked.

Definitely stealing them from Serena.

The top was next. It touched the top of the pants, revealing a bit of skin, then wrapped to my back and tied into a sexy knot.

I was obsessed, and it showed off my curves.

“Hot.” Kartini winked. “I’d do you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks.”

“Own it.” She shrugged. “I know it’s hard ever since Maksim…” She didn’t need to finish that sentence. “I feel like it stole some of your confidence, that’s all.”

I slumped. “You’re right.”

“Hey.” Serena moved behind me, pressing her hands on my shoulders. “When he sees you in this, he won’t be able to keep his hands to himself, all right? If you’re willing to move on and forgive him, what better timing than with him next door, you know?”

“Right.” I was suddenly nervous. “What about my makeup?”

“Nope.” Kartini’s response. “I say only lip gloss and ruffle her hair a bit, so it looks like she just had sex. You know Maksim he’ll obsess the entire dinner.”

My cheeks burned red from my reflection in the mirror.

“Oohhhh, she’s ready.” Kartini laughed. “Just give him that innocent, oh I’m just blushing because I’m a shy virgin look, and he’ll be all over you.”

“Not a virgin,” I pointed out.

She leaned in. “Duh, because dear little Maksim stole that from you the minute you said the word science.”

I shoved her with a laugh. “Shut up.”

“Nobody else stood a chance.” Serena sighed.

“Biology!” Kartini shouted.

“Oh God, there, right there!” Serena pressed a hand to her chest and started to pant.

“Astronomy!” Kartini said next.

Serena threw herself down against the bed. “Talk dirty to me!”

“Hypothesis!”

“Daaaaaamn it!” Serena writhed.

I rolled my eyes while both girls burst out laughing. “We aren’t that bad.”

“Suuuure.” Serena sat up. “Whatever you say.”

A hard knock sounded on the door, then it burst open. Both Tank and Junior were standing there, fists clenched, eyes wild.

“You boys okay?” Serena asked.

Junior narrowed his eyes. “We heard things.”

“Lots of things.” Tank clenched his jaw.

“We were talking about science,” Serena said innocently. “Right, Kartini?”

“Science just does stuff… to a woman.” She blinked her eyes innocently.

Junior frowned at Tank, then muttered, “I like science.”

“Me too,” Tank said quickly. “I even did a science fair before.”

It hurt to hold my laugh in while both guys cluelessly exclaimed their love for science all because they heard words and orgasmic screaming.

While the girls hugged on them, I looked back in the mirror and ran my fingers through my hair, then grabbed some pink lip gloss.

I was ready.

This would be my armor tonight.

And Maksim Sinacore would fall at my feet.

“Dinner!” A loud voice announced that sounded like Nixon.

It was now or never.

I followed the group down the hall, smile tentative as I rounded the corner and walked into the massive gourmet kitchen. Different types of pastas and salads were laid out, along with homemade bread and rolls.

I was starving.

Mostly everyone was sitting. Andrei and his wife, Alice, were at the head of the table, and Nixon and Trace were across from each other too. Phoenix and Bee were sitting together, but none of the other bosses had come, which was fine. We didn’t need everyone there in order to discuss what had happened. I heard talking in the other room, so assumed maybe the rest of the bosses were meeting or just drinking wine first.

Serena and Junior quickly took seats next to Kartini and Tank, leaving only one seat available next to Maksim.

We locked eyes.

His widened like he’d never seen a girl before—or so much skin.

Success!

I started walking toward the chair.

His eyes widened further as his skin paled.

Right in front of me, before I was a foot away from the chair, another hand came out and jerked it back. A whiff of toxic perfume hit my nostrils.

Blond hair bounced as she sat.

Jenna.

My stomach dropped, taking my heart along with it.

Maksim looked away from me right away, guilt lining his face.

And I lost it.

I lost my mind.

Because how dare he touch me, make me feel like I was important all over again after I nearly die in a fire to bring her into his house!

“What the fuck!” I yelled before I could stop myself.

Maksim cursed, looking down at his empty plate.

“Language,” Phoenix said in a bored tone.

“I’ll get you an extra chair.” Alice, Maksim’s mom, jumped to her feet and started going into the other room.

“I’ll stand,” I said through clenched teeth.

“Oh, but—”

“Shhhh.” Andrei shook his head at his wife, then pulled out her chair again.

“Or I can sit at the bar and contemplate chopping weak little balls.”

Junior snorted into his wine glass while Serena looked like she was trying to figure out how much ammo it would take to destroy Maksim’s face.

Kartini shot him equally terrifying looks.

And I still stood there.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said.

Jenna was still as a statue in her seat in front of me.

“Should we bless the meal?” I offered.

“Oh, I don’t think—” Trace started as the sound of someone getting kicked filled the room. “Go for it, sweetheart.”

“Great!” I said a bit too loudly. “Dear God, thank you for making it so abundantly clear how much you take care of us by revealing chickenshit little losers with tiny dicks when we ask for a sign. I’m so thankful that you’re always looking out for us in an attempt to keep the whores of this world with syphilis and who knows what other STDs away from your flock. Bless this food. May it only poison two. Amen.”

The table went silent.

I grabbed a plate and started piling on the food while people watched. My appetite was gone. I rounded the table and stopped right in front of Maksim, then dumped my entire plate on his head, and when some of the pasta go stuck, I kicked his chair back, grabbed the front of his jeans and shoved the plate down the waist and whispered, “For later, when she sucks your limp dick and gets hungry because you can’t get hard.”

Serena started to clap, then got silenced by her dad’s harsh glare.

“I’m not hungry anymore,” I announced, leaving the room with my head held high. Tears formed, but I refused to let them fall.

I hated him.

I had let my guard down.

And I’d let him in again.

I had believed him. Again.

And now, I wished he would just die and leave me alone.

I took a shower, completely numb to the world.

Then I snuck into the liquor cabinet and grabbed a bottle of Jack and a protein bar.

My room was cold as I wrapped the blankets around me and flipped on the flat-screen.

I was two drinks in when I heard his door close.

I jumped off the bed, ready to barge into his room, and slam the half-empty bottle over his head when I heard a girl’s laughter.

The sound of shoes hitting the floor.

The mattress.

I stood there like an idiot with the bottle held high, ready to strike with one hand and the other hand on the knob to his room while the sounds continued.

Moaning.

Laughter.

Screwing.

I lowered my hand and turned, walking back into the guest room and hugging the bottle close to my chest.

One tear fell, then another, until all I had were the sounds of the guy I loved screwing someone else, knowing I could hear, and my heart breaking until it couldn’t break anymore.

“I hate you,” I whispered through sobs. “I hate you.”


Chapter Eleven

“I sometimes think if we knew all, we should be more glad to get away.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

The look on her face kills me.

Her outfit has my mouth dry.

Tongue thick.

I want to throw the entire table and pull her into my arms.

But I have to stick to the plan.

I would rather hurt her for a few days than hurt her for a lifetime, and I have to remember that.

This isn’t about me anymore.

It’s bigger than that.

Because it’s Izzy.

So, I stare straight ahead while she cusses me out. I try not to smile when she basically damns me to hell during her hilarious prayer, and I try not to flinch when she leaves, after making sure that most of her meal is high fiving my dick and asking when we get seconds.

The rest of the table goes silent, all eyes on me like I’m the biggest dick in the world and all I want to say is, just wait.

Wait.

Wait until I’m gone.

And then you’ll know why.

I figure Sergio will pick up on it first, then Val.

I don’t want to eat anything.

I just want to stare at Izzy, I want to spend moments with her that I can selfishly hold onto until the end, but I know the cold hard truth of death.

I’ll be gone, free, flying away.

And she’ll be stuck with them, reliving moment after moment without me to hold her hand through it. How fucking selfish can a person be? I don’t want to break her. I want her to soar. I want to know that when I close my eyes for the last time, Izzy’s already flying toward her destination, ready to take over the world.

I don’t have to be the guy that stays by her side, God knows I wish it could be me, but it’s okay. I need to be okay with it being someone else that grips her fingertips, kisses her cheek, tells her she’s pretty, and that nothing can stop her.

Until my heart stops beating, I’ll send good thoughts like that her way, and I’ll pray that someone finds her and sees her for the treasure she is.

Izzy isn’t someone you date—she’s someone you earn.

“So that wasn’t awkward.” Nixon clears his throat as Izzy stomps off, leaving me wrecked and amused at her strength. I always admired how strong she was, and part of me blamed myself that I somehow took part of that from her, made her insecure.

So basically, I should burn in Hell if that’s actually true.

Ash walks into the kitchen, running his hands over his hair while Annie follows. It one hundred percent looks like they just had a quickie in the hall, but hey, who am I to judge? I’m paying someone to look like my slutty girlfriend.

“What did we miss?” Ash sits at the breakfast bar with Annie and starts pouring wine. “Izzy looks ready to chop someone’s dick off and Maksim suddenly what? Wants to try new things and put pasta down his pants? Brave, bro, very brave of you.”

I sigh and raise my hand.

Really there’s no use in pretending it’s not my dick she wants to chop off, plus you know… sauce, all the sauce.

Sergio sighs while my dad stares me down like he’s trying to figure out why the hell I’m acting like a crazy person.

I’ll miss Izzy the most.

But my dad? A close second. He’s always been my rock. Scary as fuck, but he’s truly a good dad. He’s always been there for me, laughed with me, cried with me, showed me what it meant to be a real man, not a boy pretending. When I was at my worst ,when I needed control he showed me how to get it, how to learn to live with my feelings, not fight them.

I love the way he loves mom too.

He’s always grabbing her hand and holding it tight like he’s afraid someone’s going to take her from him. It’s romantic, but it also showed me at an early age that love—real love was possible.

Izzy proved that further after our first kiss.

She’ll soon be in someone else’s arms.

Someone else’s bed.

I down more wine in front of me and start piling my plate high. I don’t want to think about things like that. About another guy touching her when it should be my hands.

I need to focus.

The last thing I need is to burn through more medicine, so I breathe in and out, make small talk and laugh at Ash’s confused expression while my dad tries to explain that Izzy’s just having a moment.

Nobody asks about Jenna, but everyone basically hates her.

I’m truly not paying her enough.

I feel bad. She’s super uncomfortable, staring down at her plate and begging it to somehow bomb the table.

Chaos ensues when more of the cousins show up late to eat, including King, who takes one look at Jenna and shakes his head at me like he’s disappointed.

I just shrug.

Because my only other option is to pull him aside and say, “Bro, I’m dying. I can’t do this to Izzy; just trust me.”

Not the conversation I want to have. Ever.

Jenna and I make awkward eye contact throughout dinner while King watches us like we’re a reality show.

I don’t help clear the dishes; I just grab Jenna by the arm and take her outside toward the bar by the pool.

“What do you want to drink?” I ask, ignoring the giant ass elephant in the room.

“What the hell is going on?” She slams her clutch onto the bar top and hops on the stool. “You asked for a favor; I thought oh, normal family dinner. Why the hell does everyone have a weapon?”

“Reasons,” I say simply. “We’re not… normal.”

“No shit.” She huffs and does a small circle. “I thought your dad was going to chop me up with his knife.”

I frown. “What knife?”

“The freaking one he kept pointing at me under the table whenever I grabbed my napkin. It’s silver with a red crest.”

I don’t laugh, but God, I want to. Leave it to Dad to try to scare her away. See? He knows me well. “Don’t worry about it; he’s teasing.”

“Oh riiiight, my dad teases my friends with his shotgun all the time, even chases them off the porch, then tosses a grenade at their car!”

I laugh. “Come on, we had zero grenades.”

“But everyone teased about having them!” She points out. “It’s weird. Isn’t that illegal anyway?”

I have to admit, she does favors well.

I don’t say it out loud, but clearly, she’s never been to a real mafia family dinner, clearly that’s sort of the point.

I think about it for a minute. “Hmm, I don’t know?”

I pass her a shot of tequila and wait for her to toss it back, so she’s easier to deal with.

She downs it then taps the bar top for more with her white nails.

Three shots later, she finally seems relaxed and looks around. “Just how rich are you?”

“Very.” Is all I say. “Somewhere in between, we should buy more islands, and how the hell are we going to hide all this money.”

“Damn.” She examines her nails then looks up at me, her blue eyes lock on mine. “Why am I here, Maksim? You broke up with me, and not in a nice way, but a very brutal I still have a salad to eat, and we’re in public way.”

“Yeahhhh…” I pour myself a shot and toss it back. “About that.”

Her eyebrow arches.

She really is pretty, even though she seems fake. Blond hair, perfectly arched eyebrows, full pale lips, high cheekbones.

I should have picked someone dumb, but I trust her, weird I know, but she doesn’t talk shit to others, she keeps to herself and it just, I don’t know why but she’s… different even though I’m not attracted to her, she made it easy to use her instead of Izzy.

“I need five days,” I say again. “Five days of you dating me or at least looking like we’re back together. I’ll pay you fifty grand.”

Her eyes widen. “Ten grand a day? What am I doing? Sucking your dick twenty-four seven?”

“Nice.” I laugh. “No, you’ll just be pretending to.”

Her brows furrow. “But why?”

“That, I can’t tell you. I just need it to look like we’re together.”

She grabs the tequila bottle and tosses back a few swallows, then wipes her mouth and sets it back down. “Why?”

I shrug. “I won’t tell you. Do a good job, and the Porsche is yours. Think of it as a bonus.”

Her hands freeze on the shot glass. “Did you say the Porsche?”

Her weakness, one of my favorite cars, I should have led with that. “Yeah, the red Porsche… tempted.”

“It’s rare.” She points out with another shot going down her throat. “Worth at least two mill.”

“Oh, two mill, how fancy.” I smile and look away. “Is that a yes?”

She’s quiet.

I kind of hate it when she’s quiet. It’s not like her.

“She likes you,” Jenna whispers, not meeting my eyes. “And you’re hurting her. On purpose in order to be with me? To…do…” Her voice cracks.

“I’m saving her,” I correct. “On purpose.”

“Promise me.” Her eyes don’t leave mine. “Right now.”

“I promise.” I grab the knife from my pocket then open it, sliding it across my palm and holding it out to her.

Shaking, she holds out her hand; I slice it and press our blood together, our palms together.

“Blood oaths,” I say, “can’t be broken. Believe me when I say I’m saving her heart, her soul, her life, the only way I know how.”

“By breaking everything?” Tears fill her eyes.

I almost feel bad.

Who is this girl? I mean, really?

Something tells me she’s not just an ordinary college student, but she’s never been vulnerable with me like this. Again, she picks at her carrots.

I look at her, like really look at her. “Who are you?”

She jerks her hand back. “I’ll do it but only for five days, and you better pay up.”

The snotty attitude is back as she wipes her hand on a napkin like I’m unclean, and then she’s taking another shot.

We stay out there and talk a bit longer until I know for sure Izzy will be in her room.

I go around the corner and look up, double-checking that her lights are on. When I see that they are, I come back to Jenna. “Time to moan.”

She stumbles out of her chair. “Sounds like a blast.”

It won’t be.

I almost back out of it a billion times between the bar and my room. Once we’re in, I tell her to laugh.

She does it perfectly.

I slam my hand against the wall.

Jenna frowns at me.

Our clothes are still on.

I tell her to moan.

She does it again.

And I hit the bed with my body as if I’m fucking her.

I hate myself.

I love Izzy more.

A tear slides down my cheek five minutes later when Jenna leaves my room as if we just had a quickie.

“Call me.” She yawns; girl was reading a book on her phone while I was directing our little show and asking her to moan and scream in between jumping on my own bed.

Worst sex ever.

Not that we had sex but still.

When she leaves, I lie down on my mattress and strain to listen to the room next door. Is she there right now? Did she get pissed and leave?

I listen and listen.

And then my heart breaks as the sound of sobbing suddenly fills my room, followed by the words. “I hate him.”

I look up at the ceiling and whisper back. “Mission accomplished.”

I ignore the tears that follow and, minutes later, get up and inject more medicine into my arm, knowing full well, very soon, it won’t matter anyway.

Nothing will matter.

Because I’ll be dead.


Chapter Twelve

“Everyone lives by selling something, whatever his right to it..” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

“We caught them on one camera,” Ash said the next day while I was attempting to choke down breakfast with Maksim sitting next to me, acting like nothing was wrong when everything was sideways.

“Okay.” I processed what he said. “And what did they catch?”

“Well,” Tank spoke up, “it looks like someone has been watching you. They were hesitant, though; it was weird.”

“Hesitant?” A frown tugged at my forehead. “What does that mean?”

Ash sighed. “It meant they went to light the fire, and it took them a long-ass time to actually execute.”

“We think it was an amateur,” Junior finally said, shoving an entire pancake into his mouth and shrugging. “What?”

Serena rolled her eyes and stared me down. “Also, the culprit is short, not tall at all, so Sergio’s going through all the rest of the evidence to see if we can figure out who’s been close to your little compound for the last few weeks. No way would anyone ever be able to just infiltrate. They were either a new hire or had someone on the inside.”

“De Langes?” I offered.

Junior snorted. “Nope, trust me, they’re too busy making sure shit doesn’t hit the fan at Eagle Elite. Now that most of us are graduating, it’s literally their only job.”

“They’re super pissed that the cafeteria stopped making homemade chocolate chip cookies.” Tank piped up. “Other than that, all the recruits are doing great. It’s not any of them. I’d bet my life on it.”

“So…” I took a deep breath. “Our old enemies, the ones that wanted all of us dead—they’re the good guys, and now we have new enemies that we can’t even identify?”

“Gotta love a mystery.” Maksim finally spoke.

It actually hurt to hear his voice. The thought of shoving his face into his pancakes and suffocating him made me smile.

Because what the hell?

He probably still smelled like her.

I hated him.

He’d broken me.

And he hadn’t even apologized—or flinched.

No, he broke me, knowing full well that he was playing with me. Who did that? That wasn’t love.

It wasn’t.

I was clenching my teeth without realizing it.

King walked up to the breakfast table and tossed a USB next to the syrup. “I have a thought.”

“Dangerous,” Maksim joked.

I kicked him under the table because I liked his dad enough to not murder his firstborn.

“Shit.” Maksim rubbed his shin.

I looked over at King. “What do you have?”

“I think it’s a girl.” He gave a shrug. “A hot girl trying to blow you up into tiny pieces. Her blond hair was poking out from underneath her beanie; we had Sergio piece it together. It was dark, but the guy’s a genius, so yeah… that’s where we’re at. Probably best you stay here. The only other option would be to lure whoever they are out.”

“No!” yelled Maks. “She stays safe here. If you guys want to do your own stakeout, be my guest, but Izzy stays here.”

I was so pissed I wanted to scream. “Yeah,” I bit out. “Because Maksim is totally Izzy’s parent.”

He glared. “Your parents don’t get back until tomorrow.”

“Then I’ll live on the dangerous side!” I shouted. “Someone, please take me home. The last thing I need is one more night listening to this dipshit fuck dum-dum!”

Ash coughed out a laugh behind his hand then got hit by Annie.

Both Junior and Serena looked at me like they were sad, I was so bummed out, and I hated it all.

“I’m gone.” I shoved back from the table. “First person to get me to my house gets a hundred bucks.”

“In!” King shouted. “I love easy money.”

“King!” Maksim yelled. “What the hell, man?”

King frowned. “Bro, isn’t Jenna on her way here right now?”

“Yeah, but—”

“So, what’s the problem? You got your bitch already; let me take the princess home.”

“She’s not a bitch,” he snapped, making me feel worse.

“I’ll go grab my purse.” I shoved past Maksim only to have him grab me by the arm.

“Ten minutes.” His eyes begged. “King, give us a few, and I’ll bring her down myself.”

I have no clue why I let Maksim shove me into the nearest bathroom and lock the door; all I knew was that I wanted to knee him in the balls then waterboard him with the nearest wash rag.

“What?” I demanded. “What could you possibly need?”

“If you knew,” Maksim said in a low growl. “Just don’t… don’t get me mad, all right?”

“Don’t get you mad?” I yell. “You?”

“Iz!” His eyes widened. “I’m serious; I just need to calmly talk to you, all right?”

“Why!” I almost shrieked. “Why the hell do you even care anymore?” I shoved his chest again and again until he was pressed up against the door. “I hate you! I fucking hate you!”

“No.” His eyes darkened. “You don’t, you don’t get it.”

“Oh, I get it!” I punched him in the chest once, twice, “You’re a miserable manwhore, who likes to play with my heart. I was your friend first, Maks! And then, and then we crossed that line, and you promised. You promised until our heart stopped beating, but guess what? Mine won’t stop no matter how many times I tell it to! I tell it to ignore you. I tell it that you aren’t ours anymore, and it still beats, it beats so hard.” Tears streamed down my cheeks. “It’s yours, and I hate you for it. Why can’t you just let me go? Why do you have to pull me close then push me away the minute things get hard?”

His expression was thunderous. He opened his mouth and inhaled slowly, followed by a few exhales that seemed like he was meditating. “I said not to piss me off.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Are you angry? Offended?” I shoved away from him. “I’m going to go grab my shit.”

“Keep walking, and you’ll regret it!” He slammed his fist against the door.

I jumped a foot and turned. “What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me?” he bellowed. “I’m trying to protect you, and you don’t even see it! I’m saving you!”

“You’re killing me!”

“NO!” He thundered. “I’m the one being killed.”

“Hey um…” Ash knocked on the door. “Everything okay in there?”

“Fine!” we shouted in unison.

“King’s ready.” Ash cleared his throat. “Thin walls and all…”

“Fuck.” Maksim turned and pounded his fists against the other wall until blood started trickling down his knuckles.

I’d never seen him so out of control.

And we’d been best friends.

“Go!” His voice was hoarse. “Go before I hurt you.”

I shook my head and opened the door, whispering over my shoulder. “Too late.”


Chapter Thirteen

“But he had an approved tolerance for others; sometimes wondering, almost with envy, at the high pressure of spirits involved in their misdeeds; and in any extremity inclined to help rather than to reprove.” —Robert Louis Stevenson.

Maksim

I fuck up.

Again.

I need my medicine. I can barely see straight as I stumble out of the bathroom and down the hall. I hear voices around me and ignore them.

I see Jenna. She’s already here?

More voices shout.

Was that Izzy?

Girls scream, and then a soft body is pressing against me and shoving me into my room.

I smile. She smells good. Izzy came back, right?

“Shit, shit, shit!” Jenna’s hands are cold as she pushes me onto the bed. I fall back as darkness starts to seep into my line of vision. Maybe it would be better. Better to just let it take over.

To take full control.

I smile.

And then I see Izzy’s face and am able to get out. “Medicine.”

“Where?” Jenna asks.

“Desk.” I think? I can’t remember where I put it last. “Syringe.”

Footsteps sound, and then I hear a gasp and a door opening, more yelling. Shit, why is everyone yelling all the time?

“How much?” A deep voice says.

“He didn’t tell me!” Man, Jenna is losing her shit.

My body is burning up, but soon I’ll be cold. Soon I’ll be gone. Better for everyone, better for Izzy.

At least I left her nothing but hate.

At least I kept her love.

How fucking selfish.

How necessary.

I start to think about all the things I will tell her when I see her again when my heart starts beating for her one more time.

“I love you. I need you. I miss you. I lived for you. I died for you. Worth it, so fucking worth it.”

“Yeah-yeah.” I hear King. “I love you too.”

“Don’t kill him!” Jenna says.

I laugh. “Already dead.”

“Fuck!” King yells; the familiar stinging sensation hits my arm. The darkness soon evaporates so I can see clearly. I blink and rub my eyes; my body shudders as it tries to come down from the sickness.

When I can finally control my breathing, I look up. Jenna’s crying, and King is holding the needle, a tear running down his cheek, his jaw clenched.

“Tell me.” He glares. “Everything.”

“Not much to tell.” I look between them, then down at my watch. “I have mere days left.”

“To do drugs?” Jenna asks.

“To live,” I say calmly. “The drugs aren’t working anymore.”

King starts pacing.

I sigh and rise to my feet. My body still feels rigid, angry that it wasn’t able to go into fight mode, that I was pulled back into flight.

Thank. God.

“King.” I reach for him.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” he yells, dropping the syringe back onto my desk. “We tell each other everything. What the hell is going on!?”

I squeeze my eyes shut. “I can’t tell you that.”

“Why?” he shoves me, not hard but hard enough that I grunt. “Why can’t you tell me?

“Because.” All I have is the truth. “That’s between me, Nik, and eventually, Chase.”

King’s eyes dart back and forth, still staring at me. “What did they do to you?”

“What do you think?” I spread my arms wide. “They asked me to become a monster, and in order to love Izzy—to keep her—I embraced the sickness.”

“What?” King runs his hands over his face, then turns to Jenna. “I think you need to go.”

“I can’t,” she chokes out. “Whatever you guys are in, I can’t…” She shakes her head. “Don’t give me the Porsche.” Her eyes flicker to King. “I don’t deserve it anyway.”

His face falls. “You sound different.”

“What?” Her smile seems forced as she tilts her head and rolls her eyes. “Damn, guys are the worst, byeeeee.”

King reaches out, grabs her by the arm, and pulls her against his chest; his eyes rake her over. “No. I think… you should stay.”

It’s the first time I’ve ever seen Jenna flinch.

Interesting.

I move to my bed only to have stupid King use his other hand and grab me jerking my body toward him. “Nope, you don’t get to leave either, and we’re going to Ash.”

“Great,” I grunt. “Fucking great.”

I don’t even attempt to fight as King walks us down the hall, then down into the ring where Ash and Junior are sparring, with Tank keeping track.

King whistles.

Everyone stops and turns.

Fantastic.

“This one”—he holds up my hand—“is shooting up something to stay sane, and this one”—he holds up Jenna’s hand—“is suspicious.”

“Ugh, why am I suspicious?” She tries to pull away.

He glares. “Because only really smart people are that good at playing dumb!”

Her eyes widen as her skin pales.

Well then, the plot thickens.

The medicine is doing its job, calming me, almost too much. Oh shit, how much did King give me?

I opened my mouth to ask him, but everything tastes funny, metallic? No, no, wait, what am I tasting?

I start to convulse.

Jenna grabs my arm before I hit the ground, and then I look up as my body goes ice cold and announce, “See you in Hell!”
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“What the fuck do you mean you injected him with medicine?” someone shouts.

“He needs medicine!” Jenna says over what sounds like Ash’s voice.

“But why?” Is that Serena or Annie?

“Like I know!” King says.

Someone curses under their breath. “He’s stable.”

Tank? I think it’s Tank.

“But when he’s fully awake, we need to find out why he needs medicine like this every day. The injection alone looks pretty heavy.”

I laugh. “’Cause I’m dyingggggggg. I’m leaving on a jet plane!”

“Is he high?” Junior asks.

“No opiates in his system,” Tank confirms after something pricks my arm, or does it? How long as it even been? “I think he’s just being Maksim.

I offer a thumbs up.

“He’s not really dying, though, right?” Jenna asks.

“I’m gonna live forever!” I shout.

“Son of a bitch I’m going to kill him for scaring us,” Ash says. “You guys go. I’ll stay.”

“Nah.” Rustling sounds, then the scrape of a chair getting pulled across the wood floor fills the air. “I’ll stay. You guys had plans. Go.” Silence and then. “Jenna, you too; he doesn’t need you right now.”

“Are you sure?” Her voice sounds more innocent.

I store that away for another time and close my eyes.

“I got this,” King says again. “Plus, he’s probably going to be out for a while.”

“Okay,” Jenna says.

Shuffling occurs.

I go in and out for a while—who knows how long?

When I finally open my eyes, they feel dry. I hate it. I struggle to sit up then have strong hands help me to a sitting position. When I can finally see it’s King staring me down by himself.

And I know I have no choice.

If there was anyone to tell, it would be him.

But I need to settle for zero details.

It would be best if he thought I was crazy.

So, I go with the story Nikolai told me.

That my brain is breaking down on a cellular level.

I open my mouth and whisper, “I’m going crazy.”

“What?” he leans in. “What do you mean you’re going crazy?”

“The drugs help, but soon… very soon.” I shrug. “They’ll stop working, and I won’t be me anymore.”

“How?” he asks. “Why?”

I turn and look out the window. “You see… it all started with a girl…” And against Nikolai’s wishes, I start to tell King everything.

With tears of shame streaming down my cheeks.


Chapter Fourteen

“It is one thing to mortify curiosity, another to conquer it.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

It had been two days since the craziness that was Maksim’s house. My parents were finally back home, cleanup from the fire had been accomplished in record time, and a remodel was on the way. Things felt back to normal except for the fact that King kept acting weird during the two classes we had together, and, shock of the century, somehow I missed that Maksim broke up with Jenna—again.

Make up your damn mind!

I wanted to punch him. Instead, I attempted to check out the rest of the guys at Eagle Elite, even the ones that were older. None of them compared to Maksim, though. It’s like he ruined me, or poisoned me, or I wasn’t even sure what was wrong with me, but it made me feel homicidal.

Maksim was the reason I couldn’t even look at another guy.

And it had nothing to do with any sort of… equipment.

Honestly, it was the bugs.

I saw a stupid grasshopper and started crying a day after our whole argument in the bathroom. He’d turned from my best friend, my everything—into someone I no longer recognized, as if he’d died.

And that’s when I realized that I was grieving him even though he was alive. I was grieving every single breath he no longer took that was directed at me, grieving all those smiles I no longer saw, grieving as if he was going to die soon, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

He was lost to me.

I just wasn’t sure how I was going to be able to process it without shedding a lot of tears, being honest with myself about how important I was to him compared to how important he was to me, and a shit ton of ice cream.

It had been two days of hell at Eagle Elite, trying to do the right thing and get my stupid degree so I could help the Family make more money they didn’t need, and I was over it, so over it.

The last year hadn’t been as intense as the one previous, meaning other than the fire, we weren’t getting bombed on a weekly basis—long story.

My parents had come home freaked out that I’d nearly been the single partier at my own barbecue, and Mom actually smacked Dad in the face for cutting down the tree, which of course brought up the whole topic of Maksim sneaking in, which made my chest hurt and my eyes well up with tears.

Dad wasn’t happy that I started crying over a tree, but by the time he finally got the words out of me, all I had was, “Done.”

Because that’s what I had to be. Done.

And I’d felt so weak like I was allowing Maksim to decide everything for me, not just our relationship but my feelings, which was complete bullshit, so even though I was nothing like Serena or Kartini or even Violet, I decided it didn’t matter.

I was older than Maksim anyway.

Older, and there I was crying over a fucking tree.

See? That’s why done was my new word.

Ash, my twin, had been like a second shadow, which I’m sure annoyed Annie to no end since they’d just gotten their happily ever after. It seemed that I was causing people problems everywhere I looked, and I hated feeling like a burden.

I was tempted to text Maksim, but what would I even say? I want to kill you?

He’d been silent since the bathroom incident, and apparently, Nikolai was flying in tonight for some sort of Family thing, which meant I had to go back to Maksim’s house and pretend that I wasn’t plotting his death.

The universe hated me; it was obvious since we could have had family dinner at literally any other boss’s house, but Nikolai chose Andrei’s out of everyone.

It put me in a foul mood for the entire day, which meant I missed some of my favorite classes because I was so busy plotting his murder in my head.

I stared up at the massive brick three-story house.

The same house I’d stayed at with Maksim’s room close by.

The house I thought would change things between us at one point.

The house that broke me.

The boy that let it.

I squeeze my eyes shut; at least Jenna won’t be here. I can at least be thankful for that as I walk toward the main front door.

Suits are everywhere, but I never really notice them; it’s just normal, having men in black—literally with earpieces in walking around the houses we all live in.

Their only job is to protect us at all costs. You’d think we were politicians or something. Then again, I guess my dad actually was one, so it made sense.

The air was crisp. My tan Prada heels were clicking loudly against the concrete leading up to their front door. My parents had already gone in, but I needed a minute because how did someone armor up when all they wanted to do was armor down when they saw the love of their life?

I had to let him go.

And tonight was the night I would do that.

I would smile at him one last time—not kill him.

I’d be nice.

I’d remember only the good things.

And then I’d forget him and try to look toward the future—one without Maksim Sinacore in it.

My chest physically hurt, like someone was stabbing me over and over again, but what choice did I have other than to let him go when he refused to quit me?

None. I had none.

And I was a fucking Abandonato.

I did not wait for a guy to finally realize what we had, what he had.

No. My dad taught me better than that.

Maybe it was because Maksim was younger, more immature. Maybe it was because it was forbidden, and he wanted to push the envelope.

Either way.

Done.

See? My new mantra.

After two more deep breaths, I power walked toward the front door. It was a double door, black massive, and twelve feet tall.

Intimidating if you weren’t used to money.

It opened without me reaching; one of the many men in suits nodded his head in my direction then spoke into his sleeve.

Ah yes, the last Abandonato princess has arrived.

The twin.

The heir if something happened to Ash since Vi had her own Family to help run with Valerian.

It was time I owned who I was—whose I was. A motherfucking Abandonato. Chase’s daughter.

Untouchable.

My steps were slow and purposeful as I grabbed a glass of champagne that they always left at the entry for arrivals.

On second thought.

I backed up, chugged one, then grabbed another and forced a confident smile as I made my way through the hall and into the very same kitchen Maksim had humiliated me in.

Nikolai was sitting next to Andrei and Phoenix; they all had their heads close together like they were trying to figure things out.

Most of the wives were over by the cheese trays with wine laughing and eating.

And the other bosses left were scattered around the room, talking, making it impossible to know if this was a serious Family dinner or just casual.

The kids or cousins or whatever we’re calling ourselves these days were all gathered by the wet bar just outside the kitchen. Junior was pouring drinks, and Serena was helping while Ash and Annie watched. Tank and Kartini were in the corner talking, and the younger kids were scattered around the kitchen and living room, enjoying screen time, and playing board games.

I’d honestly never felt more lonely.

Maybe if my older sister Vi was there, but even then, she had Valerian. I used to have Maksim. It literally had only been him and me.

Now I was left with nothing, awkward, alone.

It wasn’t the time to feel sorry for myself. I went over to the bar and grabbed a bottle of Vodka, and thrust it into Junior’s hand. “Two shots, one lime, on ice.”

“Demanding.” He winked, his aqua eyes locked on mine with sincerity. “You doing better?”

“Ask me about my feelings again, and I’m going to grab your balls and twist,” I spat.

Serena burst out laughing then slow clapped. “There she is. I missed you, bitch!”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ve always been here.”

She made a face. “You know the opposite of pussy whipped?”

“Huh?”

She pointed at me. “You, that was you, and now look at you wearing that sexy as hell black dress with fuck me heels and drinking vodka straight, that’s how Abandonatos rollllllll.”

Junior handed me my drink; his eyes always did people in; they were nearly impossible not to focus on. It was almost irritating how attractive he was; it just reminded me of Maksim and his smug looks and gorgeous eyes, ugh. “Thanks.”

“Cheers.” He’d made one for himself and tossed part of it back; the ice made a clanking noise against the glass. “You see King?”

Serena glanced at the hall. “He just got here, Maksim hot in tow as per usual.”

I scowled.

“Claws out.” Serena winked. “First blood wins.”

“Oh good,” Junior muttered. “This game again.”

“Still won,” she said quickly.

“Still cheated.” He snapped, flicking her on the arm.

She gave him a playful shove that quickly turned into his tongue attacking hers, meaning I had to look away if I was going to keep what little food I had in my stomach on the inside where it belonged.

King waved at us, but he looked different, older maybe?

And Maksim… well, Maksim looked drunk as hell.

Of course, because why today of all days would he be sober? When I needed him to hear me, to understand me, to know that I couldn’t do this anymore?

Irritated, I grabbed the vodka bottle and drank straight from it, cringing as it went down my throat.

He probably smelled like Vokda—his alcohol of choice unless he was trying to piss Serena off again and smell like Gin.

I refused to look at Maksim when he sat and started talking to Ash. King went to grab some appetizers or something to help semi-sober everyone up. Minutes later, he came back frowning.

“What’s with the look?” Ash gave him a shove.

King shook his head. “The parents are all having some sort of emergency meeting with Nikolai, no clue what the fuck is going on, the food’s all on the table if we’re hungry, but they all looked… weird.”

“Define weird.” Junior took a swig of his drink. “They’re always weird, not sure you noticed, but modern-day mafia soooooo…”

“Right.” King’s frown deepened. “Well, maybe we should eat real quick then?”

“Sure.” Ash was already moving toward the kitchen.

I followed after everyone, barely remembering the conversation as we all sat at the table and tried to figure out what the parents were all meeting about. I mean, what could be so important?

Was it the fire?

And did it have anything to do with me?

All my food settled like a rock in my stomach. And the entire time I sat there, Maksim didn’t look at me once.

However, I noticed that his hand shook when he tried to eat; it was like a tremor took over his body. He hid it well, and maybe I was being paranoid but, it was strange.

When I kept staring, King caught my eye and actually scooted his chair toward Maksim blocking my view.

I didn’t need anything more to read into, so I grabbed another drink and went to the theater room to be by myself.

I needed the solitude.

“This sucks,” I said to myself as I sat in the large red recliner and grabbed the Apple TV remote.

I put on Lucifer, since I was a few episodes behind, and settled in, drink in my right hand and enough in the bottle next to me to hold me over for a few more.

The lights were low.

And my memories were fresh.

Of being with Maksim in this very theater room.

Making out.

Just like we made out at the church.

Just like we made out in his bed.

In mine.

Under the tree.

I squeezed my eyes shut and groaned.

The door opened to the theater room. I groaned out, “Leave.”

“Can’t,” Maksim’s voice said. “I’ve tried everything, and nothing seems to work.”

I couldn’t look at him.

I couldn’t even speak.

I hated him for making me hate my own weakness.

It wasn’t fair to love someone so much knowing they don’t love you that way back, knowing that if you died tomorrow, they’d shed a few tears and move on.

“Please,” I begged as a tear slid down my cheek. “Please, Maks. I can’t anymore. I can’t do this.”

“You think I want to?” he said, his voice directly behind me. I could feel his breath on my neck, the heat from his body. I refused to turn around. “You think I like ignoring my soul mate over and over again.”

“Stop.” My throat caught on a sob. “Maks, I can’t. I can’t.”

“One day…” His voice lowered. “A boy met a girl… realized she was cooler than insects and asked her to be his friend…”

Tears came so hard, I couldn’t see the screen of the stupid show.

“He told his dad that same day he found the girl he was going to marry.” His voice caught again. “And he swore it with a blood oath to prove that he was serious.” Maksim took a breath. “He was eleven.”

I lowered my head into my hands. “Maks…”

“Imagine finding the love of your life at eleven.” His chuckle was sad. “And then to grow up and realize that love was so much bigger than you realized, more complicated, scary. Not that it stopped him. Sometimes the only thing that kept him from destroying the love shared was to push it away, to reject it, to fake a smile in the wrong direction, to keep a certain someone’s heart intact when his was breaking.”

I couldn’t do this. I moved to get up, but hands came down on my shoulders.

“I don’t have much time,” he rasped. “So, with the time I have left, I want you to know, it’s always been you. The only reason I made you think otherwise…” He winced, cursed. “I wanted you to remember the hateful things so that when you were reminded of me, you’d think of how awful it was, then move on. It’s so much easier to hate than to love. When you love someone and experience a memory, you fucking chew on it like a bone. You hold on and refuse to let go even though it hurts like fuck, you dig in, and you dig in again and again until you’re exhausted until you have no tears left, and then you repeat the process and wonder why you can’t move on. I don’t want that for you.”

“Wh-why are you talking about dying?” I asked.

“I didn’t want that for you,” he said, ignoring my question. “All I wanted was for you to hate me.”

“And all I wanted was for you to love me,” I snapped.

“Love?” He chuckled. “Izzy, it’s so easy to love you. It’s easier than working my ass off to get you to hate me… I’d prefer it, but right now, I need your hate; in order to wake up tomorrow morning, I need you hateful, so I have no regrets. I need you to promise me.”

“What?” I tried to turn, but he kept me staring straight ahead, keeping his hands pinned on either side of my head. “What’s going on?”

“Until my heart stops beating,” he whispered. “Hate me until my heart stops beating. Promise.”

“No!”

“Promise!” He roared. “Please! Promise!”

“Why!”

“Because!” He swore. “I need you, Izzy. I need you to say it, please say it, I need to know you’ll hate me. I need it. Let me be selfish, please.”

Tears stream down my cheeks as I lied. “I’ll hate you… until your heart stops beating.”

He let out a sigh of relief and dropped his hands, his head pressed against my back. “Until my heart stops beating.”

“Maks.”

He was gone before I could get another word out. 


Chapter Fifteen

“The man is a success who has lived well, laughed often, and loved much.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

I leave the theater room and numbly walk toward the backyard, where I know Nikolai is waiting.

Phoenix is with him. Of course, he is; you can’t take a shit without Phoenix knowing everything. Did that mean Chase had any clue?

The girl I love, her father, would never forgive me.

I don’t hang my head. I walk straight. I walk with purpose toward my future, certain death.

“Nice night.” I joke, forcing a chuckle.

It’s fucking raining like crazy, and we’re the idiots standing out in the dark, under the rain, breaths coming out in front of us in the cold fall weather.

“Funny.” Nikolai looks at Phoenix, who then looks at me, truly stares me down with his creepy blue eyes and face full of secrets.

“Out with it,” I say.

Phoenix is the first to break eye contact.

Neither of them is looking at me.

“Twelve hours,” Nikolai says. “Maybe less. It’s all I can give you before it completely…” He doesn’t need to finish his sentence.

“Until you stick me with a needle that makes me go night-night?” I release a harsh laugh.

“It’s not funny,” Phoenix says with a stern voice. “Your father’s not going to take this well.”

I snort out a humorless laugh. “Who would take this well? I mean, really?”

“Why?” Phoenix asks, his expression pissed the hell off. “Why would you do this? Why would you ask Nikolai to do this?”

I am silent. “It’s for me to know. It was my second choice after Chase sent me away for a week.”

Phoenix’s head snaps up. “What did you just say?”

“You know a lot, Phoenix, and I really respect you, but when it comes to this? My reasons and what I was forced to do in the name of the Abandonato family, kindly fuck the hell off.”

Phoenix takes a step toward me like he’s going to pry my head from my body. Nikolai stops him and shakes his head.

“What the hell did you do?” Phoenix asks.

“What I had to,” I answer. “And Nikolai was only operating out of necessity. I mean, at least I didn’t have a nervous breakdown, yay me.”

“No, you’re just fucking dying!” Phoenix yells. “Do you have any idea what this is going to do to everyone?”

“It’s not like I’m dying on purpose,” I offer.

“Technically, he’s being murdered,” Nikolai says so not helpfully.

I shoot him a glare.

He just shrugs. “He won’t be himself, and the sickness will kill him eventually. We’re just speeding through the process.”

“Twelve hours,” I repeat, ignoring the horrible news he has for me. “And I won’t be… able to…” I don’t finish my sentence.

“Dissociation is a scary thing,” Nikolai says.

Phoenix groans. “This is some messed up Hollywood shit. Can’t you do something?”

Nikolai stares me down. “I wish I knew. His body chemistry was already… different from the other test subjects. Most of them are able to control the sickness with the medicine, but it’s like his brain is rejecting it.”

Phoenix seems to think about this. “Why would his brain reject it?”

“Good question.” Nikolai stares me down. “One only he can answer.”

“Look.” I swallow hard. “If I knew, I’d tell you. All I know is being able to black out—” I stop myself from saying too much and repeat. “Twelve hours. Okay. On a scale of one to ten, how pissed do you think Chase would be if I went and kissed his daughter one last time?”

Phoenix curses and starts to walk away, then yells into the night rain.

Nikolai squeezes his eyes shut like he can’t bear to look at me.

“So, is that a ten?” I ask.

Rain is coming down in droves, soaking all three of us. I can’t make out if Phoenix is pissed or just sad. Nikolai continues to stare down at the ground, his dark hair plastered across his face and neck.

Two of the most powerful men in the mafia underworld.

And nothing.

They’ve got nothing.

“I’m going to take that as it’s totally fine; you’re already dead, so what’s the harm in him killing you twice?” I shove my hands into my soaked jeans. “I’m going to go back inside. I’m going to use my twelve hours. Just promise me one thing.”

Nikolai finally looks up.

I smile. “Make sure she hates me.”

“What the hell?” Phoenix charges and grabs me by the shirt, shoving me backward until I hit the brick wall of the house. “Why the hell would we do that?”

“Because.” He can’t see the tears; thank God for rain. “I asked her to promise, but she lied. She always scratches her nose when she lies.” I swallow the lump in my throat as I remember her scratching her nose while she answered me. “And after a lot of thought… I don’t want to be another Andi. I don’t want to be someone that she has to remember, someone she has to mourn. I think it’s best if my death is something that she remembers because we were friends, not because we were soul mates. Don’t you think it will hurt less? Hating someone as they take their last breaths, then loving them as you listen to their heart’s last beats? It’s better, Phoenix.” I shrug out of his grip. “And you know it.”

His eyes search mine. “What do you want us to say?”

It kills me. Completely kills me as I whisper. “That I never loved her the way she deserved and that I hope she can be happy with her true soul mate.” I squeeze my eyes shut and finish with, “Tell her I lied—that it was never until my heart stopped beating.”

“Shit.” Phoenix turns abruptly and kicks the ground again.

“Please.” I look to Nikolai this time. “You said to get my affairs in order. That’s how I’m doing it. King already knows…” I shake my head. He was so pissed, protective-pissed, but he understood. I told him everything, confessed it all, and he didn’t judge me, he didn’t even flinch when I asked him to take care of her, to say goodbye to everyone, he just said, what do you need.

And said he’d do it.

But there’s one person he can’t do that with—one person I won’t let him do that with.

And my twelve hours are probably closer to eleven hours and forty minutes at this point. “Where do you want me to meet you?”

Nikolai takes a deep breath. “The soundproof room next to the ring should be good; I’ll have to tie you…”

“Yeah, I know,” I whisper. “I’m assuming even the medicine won’t keep me from losing my shit when you try to stick me with a needle.”

His smile is sad. “Humans have a very strong will to live, Maksim… monsters even more so.”

“Why do you think that is?” I wonder.

“Redemption,” he says. “Humans fight because they have regrets… monsters fight because they want a chance to become human.”


Chapter Sixteen

“I sat in the sun on a bench; the animal within me licking the chops of memory; the spiritual side a little drowsed, promising subsequent penitence, but not yet moved to begin.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

I didn’t want to go home.

For some reason, I felt even more sad than before. The vodka clearly wasn’t doing its job. I made my way back into the guest room and sat down on the bed, kicking off my heels and then staring over at the wall I shared with Maksim.

Irritated, I left the room, ready to pound down his door. It was open by a crack. Ignoring all privacy rules, I shoved the door farther open and made my way into his bedroom, and snorted out a disgusted laugh.

Of course, he would be the one boy who had a clean room.

From his navy duvet perfectly pulled tight around throw pillows. What boy has throw pillows? His flat-screen is adjusted in the corner along with his PlayStation because at least that’s proof he’s an immature little shit still.

His white dresser has a Rolex on it, along with a cell phone charger and earbuds. And weirdly, I noticed that all of his clothes were basically untouched in his closet when I peeked in.

Some had tags still on them like he’d bought them but for some reason didn’t think he should wear them.

In fact, his entire room seemed completely unlived in since the last time I was there writhing on his bed.

“Find anything interesting?” Maksim asked, startling me to near death as I stumbled back against his dresser, causing it to hit the wall with a loud clunk.

“You scared me.”

“Drunkenly searching for things, or do you miss me that much?” he teased.

“No, I hate you, remember? I had to promise it.” I moved past him, but he reached out, his fingertips imprinting against my skin, pulling my body flush against his. “Stop confusing me, Maksim. You need to let me go. I need to let you go.”

“I agree,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine; the man didn’t even blink. “But what if I ask you for two hours?”

“Two hours?” I repeat. “To what? Play Candyland?”

He snorted out a laugh. “You know we can’t play that anymore after you burned the board last year.”

“Because you cheated.” I jerked away. What was his freaking problem? “And you know it!”

He held up his hands in innocence, his sexy smirk on full display. “I still claim that you skipped over peppermint forest.”

It should be illegal how he said peppermint as if I could taste it off the tip of his tongue.

“For the last time, you can’t skip when you get a freaking color!” I shouted, ready to charge him at full speed and just pray to knock him out against a hard object.

He smiled as if I was cute. “I missed your yell.”

“Ugh, you’re the worst. I’m leaving.”

“Two hours.” He said again, catching my arm and tugging me back against his chest. “And I’ll quit you—forever.”

I wanted to say you promise, but the fact that he’s willing to do that made me want to puke.

I would never get over him, would I?

“Why two hours?” I asked, afraid to look at him.

“I can’t answer that.”

“Why?” I finally looked over my shoulder.

His eyes were different, wild. “If you trust nothing else, trust this one thing, this conversation. Everything I’ve done in the last few days has been to make you happy.”

“That is complete bullshit!” I shouted. “You hooked up so I could hear you? So I’d what? Smile? You invited her to dinner, so I’d be pleased? You keep telling me to hate you, so I’ll dance on your grave? What the hell is wrong with you, Maksim? I’m serious; get it all out there because the minute I walk out of this room, I’m done, you hear me? Fucking done with you and your complete immature bullshit and—”

His mouth collided against mine before I could stop him.

I shoved him hard, but he didn’t budge; his tongue delved deeper into my mouth, his hands painfully tugged my hair, pulling it out of its ponytail and tossing the rubber band to the floor.

I jerked away. “Why!”

Tears filled his eyes. “Because I need something to focus on when it stops.”

“When what stops?”

“No questions.” He kissed me again. “Love me now, hate me tomorrow.”

“How about hate you now, murder you in the morning?” I offered.

He smashed his mouth against mine then pulled away. “I’d take your hate right along with your heart any day.”

“You’re a thief.” I collapsed against him. “And I hate that you make me feel weak.”

“It’s not weakness,” he said, holding me against his chest, “when all you want to do is walk away—but you stay instead.”

I closed my eyes with my ear pressed against his chest. One slow beat, followed by another. Why was I sad? And why only two hours?

“You would tell me, right?” I asked, throat dry. “If something was going on?”

“No,” he said quickly. “Probably not. Would you if the situation was reversed?”

I wanted to say yes, but the minute I opened my mouth, something stopped me. Would I? If something was going down, would I rely on him? Would I confess? Or would I try like hell to shield him from everything?

I thought back on all the shit our Family had been through over the last two years, over all the almost deaths our Family faced. How many funerals? How many killings?

Would I protect him?

And what if protecting him meant hurting him?

“Do you love her?” I asked. “Jenna? Do you love her?”

“Of course not.” He said it so quickly I almost hit his chin when I pulled back to look up at him. “I’ve only ever loved one person.”

I’m so confused, I have so many questions, but his expression seems dark, forbidding. “What happens after two hours?”

“One hour and thirty-nine minutes,” the math genius corrects me. “And can you just look into my eyes and know that this means everything to me that I might not be able to—” His voice cracks. “I might not, I can’t. I mean.” It was the first time he stumbled over his words like really stumbled.

And not just that.

He looked pale.

His skin felt hot.

His eyes were super dilated, and his voice had a desperate tone to it. When had Maksim ever begged me for time? Or anyone? If anything, he was the one that procrastinated or waited until the very last minute to do something. He also never asked for favors.

I looked at him.

I truly took inventory.

And I knew, deep in my gut, something was very wrong.

Something that he wouldn’t tell me.

He wouldn’t give me the truth.

But he would give me time.

I stood up on my tiptoes and pressed a light kiss to his mouth. He moaned and jerked me against him.

I had my answer without any words.

Friends didn’t kiss friends that way.

Boyfriends and girlfriends didn’t even kiss each other that way.

No, that was a kiss of desperation, meant for soul mates, so no matter how much I’d hate him and myself once the time was up, I would give him one last thing.

He already had my heart. What were another ninety-ish minutes?

I tried to play it off.

Most girls would. It was so easy to lie to yourself and say that it wouldn’t affect you, that you were different, that the situation was different. Justifying circumstances might be the easiest thing to do when you were blinded by love.

So why not give in?

He had been my person, my one person who got my sense of humor, who understood my obsession with all things science, insects, nature. Who listened when I spoke and didn’t say, “oh well, that’s just Izzy.”

I wasn’t “just Izzy” to him.

He wasn’t just Maksim to me.

Maksim caressed my cheeks. “Don’t cry. I don’t think I’ll survive if you start to cry, Iz.”

I swallowed as a tear slid down my cheek. “Let me cry for you if I want to. You decided the time. I’ll decide how I react to it.”

“Smartass.”

“Smarter than you.” I sniffled.

“Kiss me like you’re saying goodbye, then hold me like you’ll never let go,” he whispered, his voice quivering. “When you think it’s not hard enough, squeeze more; when your lips are swollen, keep kissing me, and when it breaks your heart into a million pieces, let me know so I can put them back again before I leave this room.”

“Wh-what’s going on?”

He linked his fingers with mine. His smile didn’t reach his eyes when he touched his forehead against mine. “I don’t want to screw you, Izzy.”

“Okay?”

“I want to make love to you, with you, and then I want to hold you until the alarm on my phone goes off. Think we can do that?”

“Sure.” I sniffled again. “Because you’re really fast anyway—”

He barks out a laugh, then tosses me over his shoulder and onto the bed. I bounced a bit before he grabbed my dress and pulled it over my head. I wasn’t wearing a bra—the outfit wouldn’t allow—and I still had my tan heels on along with my sheer nude thong.

“You should definitely buy more of these.” He gripped the edge of the fabric and snapped it against my thigh. “Like a billion more.”

“Can you count that high?” I teased, knowing he was the math genius after all and would probably attempt it.

“I would if you bought that many,” he countered.

I leaned up on my elbows. His eyes were drawn to my breasts, hungry, waiting to suck them. He was a total boob guy, and it always made me laugh how distracted he got by them.

“Up here.” I snapped my fingers.

“Nahhhh, down here.” He made a clicking noise with his mouth, then ripped my panties and tossed them to the side. “You know since you’re buying a billion more.” I laughed, then stopped when he dove between my legs, his tongue flicking and sucking like he had zero time left on this earth.

I would have said something about him rushing, but it felt so good, and it was Maksim.

He was my soul.

“Wh-whats the rush?” I asked.

“Hey, you’re the one that said I was fast.” He pulled back long enough to say that, only to slap me lightly right where it would inflict the most feeling.

I tensed.

“There you are.” He grinned, mouth wet and gleaming in the bedside lamp before he was diving back between my legs, his hands spread up past my ass to grip my boobs.

I made a little noise as he pinched a nipple with one hand and slapped with the other.

I wasn’t sure where to focus my attention or feelings. All I knew was that he was assaulting both parts of my body and not giving me any time to process what was happening.

All I could do was feel as he devoured me like I was his last meal.

I let out a little scream. “I’m really close, Maks.”

“Yeah, you are.” He chuckled, and the vibration against my skin nearly did me in. It felt like he was sending me over a cliff, only he pulled back and crawled over me, kicking off his jeans in one smooth movement, settling between my legs.

I frowned; I couldn’t help it. Maksim had always been… should I say, adventurous? He loved sex in random places around the house. The fact that we could get caught? Even better. So him settling between me missionary style was almost weird.

His hair was a mess. I grabbed hold, pulling his head down so I could kiss him. He tasted like him and me; I loved it. I wanted more. I would kiss him forever if he’d let me. His lips were soft yet demanding.

Abruptly, he pulled away. “I need to look at you.”

“Okay,” I whispered.

His eyes filled with tears.

Yes. Something was very wrong.

“Maks.” I gripped his biceps as he settled between my thighs, his tip at my entrance. “Focus on me, on this moment, only that, okay?”

He nodded, biting down on his lower lip as he smoothly thrust inside me. My body attempted to adjust to his girth. I bit back a moan. His eyes never left mine. Instead, they were locked, like he was afraid to blink.

“You can move, you know,” I said.

“But then it’s done.”

“We still have more time.” I smiled.

A tear slid from his cheek onto my chest. “Okay.”

I believed what I knew was a lie as his body moved over mine, his hips thrusting hard while I accepted every inch of him.

We didn’t kiss; we didn’t close our eyes. The connection we shared was nearly terrifying, each dip of the mattress, each time I clenched around him and pulled him in deeper, my body almost demanded we never let him go.

He wasn’t just a perfect fit.

He was my perfect fit.

He was something that I would never find in this lifetime ever again, so I memorized the moment, and I held him close, afraid he was going to go away.

“Why is this different?” My fingernails dug into his skin. “This isn’t just sex.”

“No,” he whispered. “It’s not.”

“What is this?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he slid his hand between our bodies and got me off while finishing inside me. I followed right away—angry that it was so soon.

“Until my heart stops beating,” he whispered.

A tear slid down my cheek as I repeated. “Until my heart stops beating.”

He leaned over and kissed my nose, then pressed his forehead against mine again, his hand up to my chest resting over my heart. “You’re so strong, Iz. I’m so proud of you.”

“Maks…” Tears blurred my vision. “You’re strong too, stronger than whatever’s going on. Promise me no matter what you’ll fight, you’ll get help, that you won’t just leave!”

His eyes were growing more and more distant. “I wouldn’t leave you by choice, Iz, you know that.”

“There’s always a way,” I sobbed.

“You’ll be okay.” He sighed. “I made sure of it.”

“What? You’re talking like a crazy person.”

He barked out a laugh still inside me, “Yeah, well…”

“What the hell is going on?”

He tensed over me suddenly, his eyes widened, and then he abruptly pulled out of me and stumbled away toward the bathroom.

“Maks?”

“I need a minute.” His voice was raspy, like he’d been yelling for the last few hours.

He shut the door behind him. Water started running; maybe he had to go to the bathroom or just needed a minute.

I put on one of his white T-shirts and his favorite pair of boxers and went over to the small fridge in his room that held bottled water and chilled wine.

I was too focused on grabbing water and on whatever nervous breakdown he was having that I tripped over the area rug in the middle of the floor, sailing toward the ground.

“Shit.” Yup, my knees were definitely going to be bruised. I rubbed them both and moved into a sitting position, ready to just lay against the floor when I saw it.

A trap door?

Weird.

Or was it just storage?

There was a small square with a handle lying under the rug. I looked over my shoulder at the bathroom; his shadow was still moving. Tentatively I reached for the handle and jerked open the door.

The room beneath his lit up like a bat cave. The hell? I gently rested the door against the floor and poked my head in.

There was an angle, so I couldn’t really see around the corner. And he was still in the bathroom doing God knew what. Plus, we shared everything together, right?

With a frown, I got up and carefully walked down the wooden stairs. With each step, the room got lighter and lighter until I was at the very bottom of what seemed like a hideout.

There was a door on the opposite end; it was metal and looked fireproof. And lining the walls were so many weapons my head spun, weapons that I’d never seen Maksim even touch.

Semi-automatics.

Handguns.

Knives.

A bow and arrow that looked like something from the set of The Avengers. Bombs, burner phones, trackers the size of my pinky.

Why the hell did Maksim have this below his room?

Maybe it was his dad’s?

Right, and Maksim slept over it because it what? Made more sense?

In the middle was a simple wooden table with six brown leather-bound journals, the old-school kind with the leather strap wrapped around them.

He still wasn’t out of the bathroom.

And clearly, this wasn’t his, right?

I knew Maksim, truly knew him; there was no freaking way.

I unbound the first journal, the one that said September, and flipped through the pages. Disturbing drawings had me nearly dropping the journal. Drawings of monsters and winged demons, good drawings but creepy ones, and in between the pages, words, and riddles.

I started to read.

 

Journal Entry #27 September, 9 kills

I’m tired a lot. The medicine isn’t working as well anymore. I woke up in the middle of Seattle with blood running down both my wrists as if I was trying to commit suicide. It was mine, not hers, but I always see hers and just assume. I see her face, I see her smile, and it kills me the way I know I’m killing her. I don’t know how much more I can take. In the moment, it feels good. In the moment, I finally feel at home. The scary part is I don’t want to go back, but I always do, and when I do, I feel guilty for wanting it, for liking it, and for needing it. I’m afraid the medicine will stop working. I’m afraid that one day I won’t come back, and I’ll be happier for it. I would rather you kill me than let that happen.

 

Journal Entry #28 September, 9 kills

I stayed in Seattle a few extra days with you, you ran tests on me, and we both came to the same conclusion, my blood was just different enough, lucky fucking me. I’m sure one day you’ll cure many psychological disorders as well as other things with this breakthrough; I just wish it wasn’t a happy accident and that I was the accident. I’m proud of you. If you ever read this, know that if it had to be me to save thousands of people, well, I’ll take it. I was always the guy who didn’t want to go on a murder spree, who preferred books to the mafia, so maybe this is my lot in life; this is the legacy I leave behind. I just wish I could warn everyone. I wish I could hold her and explain why I did what I did. I wish she would understand. But how do you explain your weakness to the one person you want to see you as a hero? I need her to see me as strong, but I’m not; it’s the reason I did it and now look where it got me. I became the very thing I was afraid of in order not to become a monster. Hah, irony. I’m still tired, barely eating, but today tacos sounded good. Fucking tacos? Am I even Russian anymore? PS, vodka tastes funny now. Tequila it is!

 

My hands shook as I wrapped the journal back up. There were six. Did they all include stuff like this? His thoughts? Maksim’s? There was no way this was Andrei, and I remembered Maksim switching to Tequila a few weeks ago, which I’d thought was weird. He almost always swapped out drinks when nobody was paying attention; I never gave him shit. I just assume it was because he was embarrassed. Was there an actual reason?

I was reaching for the journal that said October when I heard the sound of someone coming down the stairs; the wood squeaked.

“I’m sorry.” I didn’t turn around. “I tripped, and I was curious.”

He didn’t say anything, but his breathing was labored.

Hanging my head, I finally turned around. “Maksim, I’m sorry.”

His pupils had dilated and nearly pushed back the blue of his eyes as he stared blankly at me.

“Maks?” I took a step toward him.

Muscles tense, jaw clenched, he bit out, “Who the fuck are you?”

“That’s not funny.” My lower lip trembled.

“Funny?” He slammed his hands onto the wood table and smirked. “I’m not trying to be funny. I just want to know what the hell you’re doing in this room.”

“Maks, knock it off.” I inched backward toward the other door. “You just went to the bathroom.”

His head tilted to the side in a predatory way, his smile was off, his eyes were blank like he truly didn’t recognize me. “You should leave.”

“Okay, just show me the exit.”

“Or maybe”—he lunged toward me, gripping me by the shirt and shoving me against the door, and his nose trailed down my neck—“I’ll just fuck you first.”

“You already did.”

“I would remember.” He chuckled.

I blindly reached for something—anything to hit him with when footsteps sounded.

“Leave her alone, Sim.”

“No,” Maksim growled. “Smell how scared she is?”

“Sim,” Nikolai said again. “Stand down.”

Maksim shook in my arms; his eyes went from blue to black and back again, he suddenly stumbled back.

Nikolai grabbed him right away and injected something into his neck. Maksim collapsed onto the floor in one quick thud.

“Are you okay?” Nikolai asked.

“What’s going on?” My tongue was thick in my mouth; I couldn’t stop shaking. It was Maksim, but it wasn’t Maksim. What the hell was going on?

Footsteps sounded again; it was Phoenix. He was carrying rope and tossed it to Andrei, who grabbed a chair from the corner of the room.

Neither of them said anything as they picked Maksim up and placed him in the chair, and started tying him to it.

But the knots were different.

Intricate.

I watched in horror and fascination as Phoenix and Andrei worked.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Phoenix answered first. “Certain things save the psyche, certain things calm and work better than others. Corner a mountain lion, and it attacks, subdue, and you can usually communicate. I used to be a mountain lion, and Andrei was used to subduing them.” He looked up. “I hated him when he came into our lives.”

“Bullshit,” Nikolai said under his breath. “But he’s right.”

“What?” I was so confused I wanted to cry.

“People wonder why we’re close.” Phoenix continued tying the pretty rope, and as he tied, Maksim got more and more relaxed, looking calmer, more like himself. “Andrei and I practice a Japanese form of… tying.”

“Shibari,” Nikolai corrected. “It used to be a Japanese form of torture but turned into an experience that can be sexual, calming, innocent, or even just freeing. You see, when you have a monster inside, the best way to calm it isn’t to fight it—it’s to set it free in the mind.”

“And he’s a monster?” I asked.

“Well, dipshit over there decided to create one,” Phoenix said under his breath, tying three more knots in consecutive order. “Not that it was on purpose.”

“Like I want to die.”

“Each knot,” Phoenix continued, “represents something in your life.” He grabbed the last part of the rope from Nikolai and tied it around Maks and then did a double knot around his ribs by his hands.

“So, what does that knot mean?” I asked, still shook out of my mind.

Phoenix finished, then looked up. “That knot… represents Claire.”


Chapter Seventeen

“Someday, Utterson, after I am dead, you may perhaps come to learn the right and wrong of this. I cannot tell you.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

It’s warm.

Maybe it’s hot.

I can’t tell.

I smile.

And then I lean my head back and remember the things I told myself to forget, the things Sim wants me to forget that I must remember.

Or was it that I was supposed to forget?

I shake my head; it makes everything worse. It brings me back to the place I want to leave.

Have I even left?

Or do I exist in a space between both times? Both people?

A dark chuckle spills through my lips before I can stop it.

I like killing.

Blood is warm. The way it spills out of a body is fucking poetic. It’s wonderful how two hands can have control over life and hell, isn’t it?

Tears of laughter stream down my face, yet I can’t decide if I’m really laughing or crying.

I’m both parts sad and happy.

It’s very wrong.

I realize this, and yet I can’t stop myself.

So hot.

“You know why…” Sim rasps. “Because you need it like a drug, you need me…”

Wait, why’s Sim talking to me?

“I’m Sim!” I yell. “I’m Sim!

“Give him more medication,” a voice says.

Laughter bubbles out of me. “Medication? Are you tired of me doing all your dirty work for you? Are you tired of my precision killing? If you are, just say so, and I’ll stop.”

“Maksim.” A deep voice says. “Stop.”

“Sim, Sim, Sim.” I feel delirious, on the edge of a cliff. If I jump… I will really fly. No, not fly… soar. Soar with freedom. But I recognize both names, I recognize the voice, and all I can think about is the blood.

“Riddle me this, riddle me that.” I joke. “Sim took a shot and made her go splat.” I laugh so hard tears are coming down my cheeks. “She didn’t even see me coming; save me, save me!”

“SIM!” the voice says again.

I recognize it.

I want to respond, but I can’t stop laughing.

Suddenly the laughter turns into crying as my body starts to shiver from the cold in both arms. I’m biting down on something. Has it been there the whole time?

“What happened?” a soft voice asks, a female voice, one that I wish I could touch, one I want to taste. “What did you do to him?”

The room goes silent

“Yes, what did you fucking to do us?” Sim chuckles darkly.

I try to tell him to shut up, but I’m tired.

My mouth hurts from talking, from laughing, from crying. Sadly, as the cold spreads further, I realize that I’ve been talking this whole time.

I sit in silence, my heart slamming against my chest.

I am Maksim.

I am Sim.

I am broken.

I am fallen.

I am tired.

So tired that I can’t stop them this time.

The memories.

The choice.

The day.

That girl.

 

“Stay…” Izzy whispers against my mouth.

I chuckle. I can never get enough of this girl. She’s everything that’s perfect in this world.

Everything that’s perfect in my world.

I love her more than anything.

I don’t tell her how much because it terrifies me.

It doesn’t help that her dad, the notorious Chase Abandonato, looks like he’s ready to chop my appendages from my body on a daily basis, cook them into soup, then feed it to the pigs.

And yes, he has pigs.

Don’t ask; you really don’t want to know.

“I gotta go.” I kiss her again. She’s naked beneath me, all smooth skin and tempting paradise. My lips fall to her chest, kissing down until I have a nipple between my teeth. She’s so sensitive, so ready for me after an entire night of attempting to keep her screams quiet.

Thank God her dad isn’t home.

He’d kill me.

She’d wake up to a newly dug grave.

But damn, she’s mine.

She’s so worth it.

Where I’m hard, she’s soft.

Where I fight against every instinct bred into me and pretend she’s exactly who she says she is.

No smokescreens.

No gaslighting.

She’s just gorgeous, brilliant, Izzy.

Sometimes I feel guilty for keeping so much from her, but what the hell am I supposed to admit? That I’m petrified of turning in to my dad or… worse? That sometimes, I dream about ripping people’s hearts out and wrapping intestines around their bodies?

How sick is that?

I often wonder if something is wrong with me. Violence is expected in the mafia, but the sort of violence I think about, the sort of apocalyptic shit that goes through my head, like burying bodies in rugs under my house and smiling while I sit in a rocking chair over it… squeak, squeak, squeak, the rocking chair goes.

That’s next level The Hills Have Eyes shit, so keep it hidden. I don’t tell her about the dreams that should be nightmares but have me waking up with a smile on my face.

I don’t tell anyone about my sickness.

“I love you,” I whisper, pulling away one final time. “Try not to get into any trouble while I drive home.”

“Please.” She sits up, her dark hair cascades over her breasts, teasing me even more. “Like I could.”

“Uh-huh, heard that before.”

“You’re flushed.” She teases.

“And you’re naked.” I flick her thigh and then tug her down the bed and press my head between her legs. “Miss you…”

“Oh my gosh, stop!” She laughs and kicks at me.

“Nooooo, I’m having a moment; let me say goodbye.” I pin her body down. “Don’t wanna close my eyes, I don’t wanna fall asleep ‘cause I miss you—”

She laughs so hard she starts to cry. “You’re the worst!”

“I’m the best!” I announce, then press a wet kiss to her wetness and wink. “Try to sleep after that song dedication, I dare you.”

“Might be tough.” She moves to her side. “I don’t sleep well without you.”

“Good.” I put on my Lakers T-shirt and tug on my jeans, then grab my slides—not the best getaway shoes but whatever, it’s not like her parents are home. “Got a house to escape.”

“Stay safe,” she whispers. “And text me when you get home?”

I move and kiss her forehead. “Always. Sleep tight, princess.”

“Sleep tight, prince.” She shoves me. “Until my heart stops beating.”

I pause. She hasn’t said this to me in a while, and for some reason, it makes my steps falter as I repeat it back. “Until my heart stops beating.”

“Night, Maks.”

“That’s SIMSSSSS to you,” I tease, “You know, my super sexy intense alter ego that’s most definitely going to toss you against the wall soon and have my way with you.”

“I’m never letting you read Cosmo ever again,” she says, hiding a smile. “What’s with you and role-playing these days?”

“I find it fascinating.” I joke. “Okay, MakSIM out.”

She laughs and throws a pillow at me while I escape out of her room and down the hall. I’m still smiling when I stumble to a stop in the middle of the hallway right in front of the kitchen.

Chase, her dad, is sitting at the table, tie off, expression ruthless, body relaxed as he sips his whiskey. “Sit.”

“Shit.”

“No, I said sit,” he says in a clear voice. “Not like you can make a clean getaway anyway, may as well own it.”

“Great,” I mutter and sit across from him, immediately reaching for the whiskey. I know he has no choice but to share if we’re both about to have this uncomfortable conversation.

I pour a bit into one of the crystal glasses and wait.

“You want in this Family?” he asks.

I frown. “I’m in the Family.”

“Do you want my daughter?”

“Yes,” I say quickly. “I always have. I always will.”

“Do you think it’s really that easy?”

“No.” I tilt back the amber liquid. “In fact, I’m surprised my head is still attached to my body right now.”

He’s quiet. “I can’t ask Ash to do it; it wouldn’t be fair. Junior would spill, and King… well King would do it for me, but I have another job for him… So, if you want her, if you need her, if you care for her… there’s one thing you can do.”

I gulp. “What’s that?”

“Work for me.” Chase pours me another glass. “Work for me for a few months, and I’ll give you my blessing.”

“Something tells me you don’t mean as an assistant.”

“No.” He laughs. “Not even close. We have… enemies that people don’t know about, ones that have finally gotten too close. I don’t want to bring everyone into it until I know for certain, but the leak came from only one possible source.”

“Who?”

He leans forward. “Nobody rats out or leaves this Family without either fighting to the death or dying, and she broke our number one rule.”

My stomach drops. “She?”

He slides something toward me. It’s flipped over. I flip it right side up and stare at the face in the picture and, as if from a distance, feel myself start to shake as cold fills my bones.

“I need you to kill Claire,” Chase whispers.

“And Nikolai? Her very powerful uncle?” I counter sliding the photo back.

Chase stands and shoves his hands into his pockets. “His jet is already here to take you to Washington.”

I move to my feet. “His jet? With him on it?”

“No,” a voice says from behind me, lurking in the shadows. “He is here.” He walks out and grabs the picture, tears in his eyes. “No loose ends. I love her. She betrayed us. There is no simple way to do this calculation, Maksim. It simply is.”

“But I thought we let her go,” I whisper, the words almost catching in my throat.

“Because you were supposed to. Because it would have traumatized Ash more,” Chase says in a low voice. “Because I love my son so much that I gave her one more chance, one more choice, and she chose this. She chose to talk to the Russian mafia, she shared secrets for protection from us—just in case. It reached Valerian’s ears—she’s lucky she still has hers.”

I gulp. “She was my friend.”

Chase puts a hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “Then I suggest you make it humane… and quick.”


Chapter Eighteen

“You start a question, and it’s like starting a stone. You sit quietly on the top of a hill, and away the stone goes, starting others…” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

Six months ago…

 

I don’t remember boarding the plane, but I do remember landing.

I shake my head as the memories slaughter my sanity over and over again until I want to scream. “No.” I shake. “No!”

“You’ll stay with me tonight,” Nikolai says, tossing my shit onto the bed in the guest room. “I have work still.”

I’m nervous.

A bit freaked out.

And for the first time in my life, I have lied to the woman I love.

“Can I come with you?”

“Suit yourself.” He walks out.

I blindly follow.

Hours later, I’m less bored, more fascinated as I watch Nikolai treat different patients. It’s fascinating how his bedside manner can be so cold and calculating and yet warm when it needs to be. The guy was scary brilliant, and while I never wanted to go into medicine, science was my thing, so it’s like a playroom when I go into his lab and read through his medications.

Most of them not approved by the FDA. Some are his own formulated concoctions.

There’s a huge notebook that lines all the different clinical studies he’s doing with controlled groups.

One of them catches my eye.

It’s a suppressant.

“Studies show this combination of amphetamines, hallucinogenics, and Psilocybin can potentially prevent PTSD in patients by causing them to both black out and develop a safe and positive reality when facing trauma so that when they try to come out of difficult situations and circumstances, they are able to talk about their trauma in a way that’s beneficial to both their psyche and their physical well-being. Early studies show great promise. Clinical trials to start with people who have passed a full psych panel and in good physical condition.”

I keep reading, fascinated that drugs like this even exist.

Something clicks in my head.

This could be it. Right?

I think about killing Claire, and I mentally freeze every time.

This could be what I need.

This drug.

This is the answer to everything. I tuck the folder away and wait for Nikolai, my smile much more sinister than before.

I have no idea that the monster lies in wait. 


Chapter Nineteen

“The last I think; for, O my poor old Harry Jekyll, if ever I read Satan’s signature upon a face, it is on that of your new friend.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

Present…

 

Maksim was finally out, sleeping—dreaming maybe? I couldn’t stop tearing up at the way he was slumped forward, and I hated how freaked out I was from just being in the same room as him.

Nikolai and Phoenix took one last look at the knots then took me upstairs into the living room. No words were needed, only alcohol.

I waited for someone to speak, then couldn’t take it anymore. “What’s wrong with him?”

“I thought you’d ask about Claire first,” a voice said from the door.

My dad was standing there, expression grim.

I stood and then sat back down and looked away. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He’s sick,” Nikolai said.

“No shit, he’s sick!” I exploded. “But why? How? What the hell?”

In all my years, I’d never seen my dad look so pale and upset. Something was going on, and I was going to find out what it was.

I tried so hard not to think about the last conversation I’d had with Maks, about how it felt like he was begging me to remember him, to love him as if he was leaving me.

And I wanted to scream.

Everything was wrong.

Why did all of my friends get their happily ever after, leaving me to suffer with Maksim alone?

Why?

King walked into the kitchen next, looking guilty.

He knew something.

He handed Nikolai something brown, a journal? “It’s the most recent one. He gave it to me just in case…”

“Thanks.” Nikolai sighed like he was relieved. “It will help if I know how erratic his behavior was before…”

I’m pissed and kick at the chair. “You want to know how erratic he was before? When we were having sex? When he suddenly panicked, ran into the bathroom, and stayed there only to come back a completely different person like he’d just been brainwashed into going on a killing spree?”

The room went silent.

My dad even looked away.

“He was talking about dying!” I yelled. “He was saying goodbye, so why the hell is he tied up downstairs like he’s already dead? What did you do?” I whirled to face my dad head-on and whispered, “What did you do?”

I knew something was wrong because he wasn’t looking at me, and my dad wasn’t a man to look away from anyone’s gaze even if he was guilty as hell.

“Dad.” I tried again. “What. Did. You. Do?”

He kept his gaze focused on the floor and shoved his hands into his black trousers. His white shirt was unbuttoned, revealing his swirl of tattoos, and he looked like he’d been running his hand through his hair all day. “What any dad would do for their son, for their daughter.”

Hot tears formed, lingered in my eyes, burning me before they spilled. “Did you hurt him?”

“No,” Dad whispered. “I gave him a job.”

“And Nikolai?”

Nikolai was quiet, then muttered, “I set the beast free.”

“What?” I demanded.

King grabbed the bottle of whiskey in front of us and pulled out a chair, loudly scraping it against the floor before sitting down and cursing. “He was already sick.” He winced. “Not in the way you think. He never took a psych evaluation. He lied to Nik, forged his evaluation, wouldn’t tell anyone who helped him. According to Nikolai, Maksim presented as the perfect candidate.”

“For?” I asked.

The room went quiet.

“A special new drug that helps people deal with trauma. It works extremely well in people who have lost control and need to find it again. The problem…” Nikolai shared a look with Phoenix and then Andrei. Dad stood silent. “Is that Maksim wasn’t a person who experienced trauma.”

I frowned. “So?”

“He’s the one…” Nikolai gulped. “…who was told to give it.”

“I’m still not following,” I said. I was lost and losing my patience

Nikolai looked up at me. “He liked it too much, his other… Shit, how do I even explain this to a kid?”

“I’m not a kid!” I yelled, angry that he’d insult my intelligence and my maturity.

“The drugs cause you to lose inhibition. The injection works for a certain amount of time, allowing you to experience trauma but forget you experienced it. Imagine taking a pill that erases the things that have been done to you; we’ve been working on it for over a decade. And when Maksim was asked to do something hard, he decided the easiest way to do it would be to take the drug, black out, carry out his little mission and then return to normal.”

“But he didn’t,” I whispered as icy fingers of horror crept over my body.

“No,” Nikolai said. “When he finally came out of it the first time, we did a psych evaluation—a real one—and he scored extremely high in areas of psychosis. The drug basically pushed his brain into a situation where he needed to separate what he was doing from how he was living—Essentially, dissociative identity disorder. It was treatable,” he added quickly. “There’s a suppressant that keeps him from going into a murderous rage, and it worked for months. I thought we’d just keep giving it to him until he leveled out, but… he started needing more and more.”

“So give him more!” I demanded. “That’s not brain surgery!”

“If I give him more,” Nikolai said in a soft voice, his tone even, detached. “He’ll have full organ failure.”

“What?”

“Your organs can only take so much of the medication before they’re overwhelmed before he’d either have to choose between eating or taking the medicine, so they have time to process it. Imagine an alcoholic drinking liquor and eating at the same time. The liver has to process the poison first before it can process any sort of—”

“I know what the liver does,” I ground out. “There has to be another way.”

“Trust me.” Nikolai sighed. “While he’s been pumping himself full of the suppressant, I’ve been trying to find a way. Had I caught it sooner, it wouldn’t have been this bad. We did everything right.”

I glared at him, one eyebrow raised, because obviously, they had not done everything right.

The only indication Nikolai noticed my rage was a quick flattening of his lips before he went on. “He took notes in his journal about how he felt both on the medicine and off of it, but by the time I told him he needed to stop taking it because it was killing him-it was too late.”

“Why was he taking it in the first place, then?” I asked. “Why would he feel the need to take something so he doesn’t know what he’s doing? So he doesn’t remember? So it doesn’t cause permanent trauma?”

My dad cleared his throat and finally looked away from the floor and at me. “That’s my fault.”

“What?” I hissed.

King grabbed more whiskey and tossed it back. Clearly, he already knew.

Dad pulled out a chair. “I asked Maksim for a few favors. He was working for me for a while, and he… didn’t have the stomach, he said, for what I asked him to do. When he went to Seattle, he was in Nikolai’s lab and saw a scientific solution to his problem, one that would help him and help Nikolai’s research. Nobody had any way of knowing.”

King grunted and looked away like he was pissed at the world.

I wanted to join because what the hell?

“So, he took it because the idea of working for you was so horrendous?” I asked, modulating my tone. “That makes no sense at all.”

“He took it,” King interrupted, his lips twisted with a mirthless smile, “because your dad asked him to kill his friend.” He slammed the whiskey back down on the counter, the sound echoing like an explosion. “Maksim killed Claire.”

Blood roared in my ears as I stood there and saw affirmation on every single person’s face, in their eyes, posture.

An invisible fist slammed into my chest, stalling my breaths, as I stumbled against the counter. “I always wondered,” I whispered. “Why you let her go, Dad.”

“He didn’t.” King was full on tilting the bottle back and drinking in earnest now. “Do you really think Chase Abandonato would let that girl go? No matter who she was—a rat is a rat.”

“A rat is a rat.” Nikolai squeezed his eyes shut.

“You’re all insane!” I roared. “This is insane!”

Nikolai drummed his fingertips against the counter. “The medicine should have repressed him by now; the knots help his psyche gain control again over the other personality.”

“Then what’s our current problem? Right now?” I asked. “His impending death or that he’s going to Hulk out and go on a killing spree?”

“The problem,” Andrei finally spoke, “is that he was born in fire and blood, that is in his veins. The problem is that Maksim has suppressed himself his entire life. He’s always denied what’s been right in front of him the entire time… He liked it, his true nature liked it, the killing, the feeling of finally having freedom, the warmth of the blood, and the excuse that it wasn’t really him consciously doing it.” Andrei sighed. “I know this because he’s my son. I know this because…” He eyed the journal. “He said it in there.”

I was afraid to read what was in front of me.

My hands trembled as I finally reached for the brown leather book. Shaking, I opened up the first page.

 

Journal Entry # 35 October, 17 kills

I feel myself slipping into the darkness, and it’s more soothing than the light. I lie to myself and say that I don’t know what I’m doing, but more and more, I’m seeing glimpses of my own actions when the rage takes over. I know what my body is doing, but my brain tells me that it’s necessary, that there’s freedom in taking them out. Freedom in protecting my family and my friends. Freedom in protecting her.

A tear slid down my cheek as I kept reading.

I talked to King today. I kept it from her, who started the fire because I was plotting my vengeance without taking any more of the drug. It’s been a while, and I still have the rage in my body; I feel it in my bones. I don’t know how much longer I’ll still be myself. Will I give in? Am I going crazy? I can only take the medicine for so long before it kills me. The only thing that can cure me is the one thing that’s killing me. Maybe she’ll read this one day and know how sorry I am, but I won’t stop going after them. They tried to hurt my friends. They have to pay. 

 

I dropped the journal. “The De Langes? Is he talking about them?”

King snatched up the journal and flipped through it. “The De Langes have been handled… the people that are attacking us at random and threatening us are a bit more complicated.”

“And you know that how?” I asked.

“I told him,” Phoenix said. “The minute I found out.”

“And?” I looked around the room.

“The Baratta Family’s the threat. They’re back in Sicily and have a few of their men here in an attempt to bully us into allowing them to join the Five Families.”

I snorted. “Like that would work.”

King kicked the chair again.

“Some things can’t be helped,” Dad finally said.

I frowned. “Is this what that meeting was about the other night?”

“Yes,” Andrei said, staring King down. “It was about doing what was necessary in order to bring peace between us. Technically, Maksim has taken out at least seven of them, including the two that tried to burn your house into the ground, and now they’re even more pissed.”

“They attacked first!” I yelled.

“And we responded with a monster of our own making,” Dad snapped. “So now, we bargain.”

“Who’s the chip?”

King scrubbed one hand down his face and whispered, “Me.”

My stomach sank. “H-how so?”

“Marriage,” my dad answered. “Keep your friends close, your enemies closer.”

Revulsion tightened my chest. “Have you all lost your minds!” I shouted. “I mean, seriously?”

“I wish…” King grumbled, his face drawn into a frown, his eyes concerned. “…but my dad has decided for us and I’ve agreed. This ends now. Whatever it takes to keep everyone safe.”

“Whatever it takes,” Phoenix agreed.

Was I the only sane one?

Why the hell did we all sound like Avengers?

This was real life!

“Then now what? What can I do? What can we do?” I asked.

Andrei hurried out of the room like he couldn’t bear to hear anything else while Nikolai gave me a sad look and whispered, “You say goodbye.”


Chapter Twenty

“I felt that I was forced to choose between those two natures of mine, who had memory in common, but did not share the rest of the faculties to the same extent “ —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

My mouth feels dry like I tried to swallow a desert.

I’m tied up—again.

The first time they did this to me was when I stopped taking the fun little hallucinogenic that made me go bat shit crazy—yay for me, I was too late stopping it, and my mind was already fucked up along with my body.

In hindsight, I wonder what this will do to someone who actually does pass the psych test. And in what world would I have been able to pass one after growing up and seeing so much death around me?

I would take no chances.

And I didn’t.

I squeeze my eyes shut as prickles of awareness form over my shoulders and, like icicles, burn down to my fingertips.

 

“Did you really think?” I whispered. “That we’d let you fucking go?”

Claire squeezed her eyes shut, and a single tear trailed down her face. I recognized it as sadness, but I didn’t feel any remorse. I wasn’t in control anymore—another part of my brain was, a part that told me she’d broken the rules and she had to die.

It was black and white.

 

Gray no longer existed when I was on JH-40. It was as if I was a different person. At first, I didn’t remember any of the blackouts, didn’t even notice I was blacking out. But I always wrote in my journal the minute I finished, like the insane part of me realized it was important to take notes; again, no gray area, Dr. Blazik said to keep a journal, so I kept a fucking journal, and that never changed no matter how aware I was.

I didn’t start hearing the voice until I stopped the medication. I was afraid to tell Nikolai that I was going crazy, but he listened, really listened to me. And another yay, Maksim, we found out one of the drug’s side effects was hallucinations and psychosis.

Throw me a fucking parade.

The good news? Nikolai was able to reverse engineer a few things and fix it.

The bad news? It was too late for the lab rat, aka me, and on top of that, I somehow got poisoned—it finally showed itself in my blood chemistry—but we didn’t figure out for a while where or when I picked it up, or what triggers it, and since the medicine is already killing me anyway…

I will forever be in a state where I am pulled between myself and this fuzzy dark world of blood, disaster, and Sim.

God, I hate Sim.

Sim hates me too, or at least I imagine he does, but how will I ever really know? It’s not like I’m talking to him. No, he talks to me, he’s aware of me, and the only reason I even knew who he is, is because of the cryptic journals he left me, which are almost too disturbing to read.

It’s terrifying having conversations with myself. At one point, the only way I could compare it or give an example was using the stupid Spiderman movies with Tobey McGuire and the Green Goblin as an example.

Lame, so laaaaame.

I would black out, I would hear the voice—my own, and then I would wake up in a completely different place. Some days the blackouts were long; other days, they were short, like having amnesia and wondering why my body was so sore.

I finally found out—after Nikolai kept me at the hospital—that I wasn’t blacking out at all. I was just taking a back seat and letting someone else drive.

If the guy driving wasn’t a psychopath, then maybe I wouldn’t be so petrified every time I didn’t get the suppressant into my system in time.

I flex against the knots and remember the first time Nikolai tied me up this way, the first time he explained why it was necessary to give control back in a way that takes it away.

Where I have no choice.

Some use Shibari sexually; others use it to be set free. And it helps. It fucking helps so much that it’s a relief whenever I’m bound.

Because at least then, I know I won’t go anywhere.

I’m safe.

Tied.

I’m Maksim, not Sim.

I hang my head and take a deep breath.

The door opens.

I hope it’s not Izzy.

I don’t want her to see me this way.

I don’t want to see her tears when I know I’m the reason for them.

I sigh in relief when it’s King.

“You look like a really fucked up Christmas present,” he jokes and pulls out a chair. “Feeling better?”

“A bit.” I shrug. “I just don’t want to lose myself.”

“You won’t.” He’s so earnest and convinced that the worst-case scenario won’t happen, and he’s a total pessimist, so it makes zero sense. “You just have to accept it.”

I snort out a laugh. “Accept that I’m going crazy?”

“No.” His smile is sad. “Accept that you were born this way, with a need for blood and a talent for spilling it.”

I recoil. “No.”

“Remember when we were six?”

“Maybe?” Shame builds inside me, so thoroughly my body hurts. “Why?”

“Hmm…” He shrugs. “I guess you don’t then.”

“Don’t what?”

“Remember what happened.”

I’m confused, wanting answers, ready to Hulk out of the ropes, or at least attempt to, when he sits forward. “They killed her in cold blood, slit her throat and let a river of blood run down the cement. We weren’t supposed to be in the room, but we were playing hide and seek. I tried to protect you, to shield you from the blood, but it was too late; you saw it all.”

Fragments assault my brain—searing along neural pathways, each adding to a bonfire that threatens to make my head explode into flames. Fiery images pulse into my temples, oozing in like living lava, as my head begins to throb in time with each flashing memory. “She had blond hair.”

“She chose death. She didn’t want your dad to free her; she chose death, not life,” he says. “You were never supposed to see it.”

“No.” I squint. “Neither were you.”

“The next night,” he says, “you went back, and you watched again.”

“What?” I suddenly feel sick to my stomach. That part I really don’t remember.

“You would sit in the corner and watch the violence that took place at your dad’s club. You would sit eerily still and never speak a word. Every time punishments were given out to rats or people who betrayed the Five Families, you’d almost sigh in relief, get up and say some shit like ‘let’s go play video games’ as if you didn’t even see it…” He’s quiet for a few seconds, then he shrugs. “Maybe you didn’t.”

My brain plays through my childhood, and all I feel is a headache; all I see is blood and trauma, trauma my own parents never even knew I was exposed to.

I freeze—because I chose it.

I fucking chose it.

 

“I’m bad, Mama,” I said over and over again. “They deserve punishment, though. They do, right?”

Mom pulled me into her arms. “They’re bad people. Your dad is keeping you safe, but you shouldn’t have to deal with it.”

“But I’m a man,” I said with a broken voice. “I’m a man, and Dad says I’m going to take over for him. I can’t be weak, Mama.”

A tear slid down her cheek. “You’re the strongest boy I know…” She tilted her head. “Is there something that you need to talk about? To tell me?”

I thought back to the blood.

My hiding spot.

And my future.

And I lied. “No, Mama, I was just thinking…”

“Stop thinking so much.” She smiled and ruffled my hair. “You’re a kid; let yourself have fun, go find King and play a video game.”

“Okay.” I hopped off her lap and ran down the hall, abruptly colliding with my dad, stumbling backward.

Dad looks down at me and smiles. There’s blood on his watch as he ruffles my hair. “Want pizza tonight?”

“What’s that?” I point to his watch, ignoring his question.

He quickly wipes it. “Don’t worry about it, bud.”

“Will I have blood on my watch one day, Dad?” I asked.

He hesitated enough for me to know the answer. “Let’s go ask Mom what she wants for dinner.”

I loved and respected my dad for not lying to me.

But I also spent the night crying after overhearing my parents arguing about raising a monster.

I grew up not worried about the monsters under the bed.

But the one lying in it.

Me.

 

Bits and pieces of conversations nibble at me. Then, with King standing there in silence, they move in, fill my head.

 

“You’re just like your father.”

“You look just like Andrei.”

“How lucky that you’ll take over the Sinacore Family.”

“What a privilege.”

“Pretty big shoes to fill.”

 

I clench my teeth and let out a little scream before opening my eyes again and staring King down.

He’s still standing there, quiet, letting me have my moment before he speaks. “Maybe,” King whispers, “you’re the problem, Maks… you can only hide true nature for so long. It’s possible to be a good person, to love science, but to understand that deep down, vengeance is your goal; deep down, blood must be spilled. It’s okay to be both.”

“No.” Prickles of awareness cascade over my body like a chilly fog. “I can’t be that. If I’m him, then that means… it means I’m like him.”

“What?” King asks.

“I prayed,” I whisper. “I prayed every night that I wouldn’t turn into a monster. I tried so hard to be something different, something better. I let Ash and Junior take out the hits, even you… I stayed in the background, only sparring when necessary. I didn’t—I didn’t want this!”

“Why not?” King asks. “Why don’t you want it?”

“B-because.” I stumble over my words. “It’s wrong.”

“Revenge is wrong? Vengeance? Protecting your family at all costs?”

I thrash against the bondage holding me hostage. “Yes. No. I don’t know!”

“And that’s the problem.” King moves toward the door. “You do know the truth, but you’re unwilling to face it, almost like looking in the mirror and being afraid of what you’ll see.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, imagining myself in front of the mirror, a sinister smile in place, blood dripping from my fingertips. “I killed my friend.”

“Kill or be killed,” King says. “Think about it. How far would you go to save Izzy?”

“Leave her the fuck out of this!” I bellow, not recognizing my own voice.

“Huh, interesting. Looks like both personalities love her… I wonder why.” He opens the door and calls out. “He’s ready for you, Iz.”

“Where the hell are you going?” I roar.

“To get married, of course.” King scowls. “Because sometimes you aren’t given a choice, sometimes you can’t forget the things you do in the dark and have to face them in the light. I’m going to unite a shit Family with ours, so nobody else dies or burns in a fire.”

I struggle against the bonds. “It’s a trap! Listen, King, you have to listen; there’s no way it’s that easy!”

“It could be”—he shrugs—“just that easy.”

“It’s not!”

“Love you, man.” King salutes me and leaves the room.

I’m still struggling with the ropes when Izzy walks in, skin pale, blue eyes wide as she drinks me in. “You look better.”

“Yeah well, give me any more suppressants, and my heart might explode.”

She gasps.

“I was joking.”

“I’m not laughing.”

I still. “Why are you here?”

“For you,” she says simply. “I’m here for you, to say…” Her voice cracks. “Nikolai says I need to…” She doesn’t finish.

Does she really have to?

We both know what she’s about to say.

I hang my head; tears burn the back of my eyes.

How did it come to this?

Was I just afraid?

Selfish?

Stupid?

To think that a simple little concoction would make it easy to work for her dad, easy to kill, easy to use it as an excuse to do the one thing I was born and bred to do.

It did.

It was easier to blame the drug for why I was able to be so lethal in killing Claire and everyone else in the Baratta Family, the same Family King is literally walking toward.

He has to know they’re dangerous.

And they hate our power.

Hell, we still don’t know when they actually poisoned me.

 

“Did she suffer?” Jetro, the boss of the Baratta’s laughed. Blood caked his mouth. “When we lit the fire and left our warnings. Or how about when we added tiny little bombs to the white stuffed horses we mailed to all the second-generation kids of all the bosses? Did you feel powerless? Do you feel powerless now?”

I kicked him in the jaw, sending him flying against the ground. I’d brought Dom with me just in case… because I’d been losing chunks of time.

“Don’t kill him,” I said. “I want him to suffer, to watch his entire empire collapse under the arm of the Sinacores.” I lit a match and smirked. “You like fire? Then enjoy your Family burning.” I dropped it on the ground and walked away, knowing full well that he didn’t have the resources to come after us.

 

I remember it.

Then realize that I’m actually remembering one of my blackouts, and I haven’t re-read the journals in weeks.

I swallow. My throat feels thick.

I stare up at Izzy. “Kiss me then.”

“Wh-what?”

“You’re here to say goodbye. I at least deserve a kiss.”

She’s tentative as she walks toward me, her Nike sneakers squeaking against the cement floor, and I feel ready to black out. Instead, I fight it, I fight it hard, I strain against the ropes.

It’s happening, and I can’t stop it.

Fuck.

I have zero control.

I have nothing left.

Except for Izzy.

I focus on her face.

And everything suddenly goes black. 


Chapter Twenty-One

“But the temptation of a discovery so singular and profound at last overcame the suggestions of alarm.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

He relaxed against the ropes. His head lifted, and I knew: Maksim was in there, but he wasn’t an active part of the conversation.

This man staring at me looked ready to eat me alive and spit me out, then do it all over again. His smile was predatory, his skin feverish. “Well? What about my kiss?”

My hands shook behind my back, and I clasped them together. “Who am I talking to?”

“Who do you think?” His smile was still sexy, still present, confident as he eyed me up and down like he would devour me whole if given the chance.

I took a deep breath. “I think I’m still talking to Maksim.”

“You are,” he said simply.

“But I think there’s something… not quite right.”

“It isn’t,” he agreed. “But that’s what happens when your brain tries to segment things. I fucking love science. Science makes the world spin, don’t you think? Did you know that in order to protect itself, the human brain will actually create scenarios, so you don’t have nervous breakdowns? Fascinating, that in order to live your truth—you have to lie to everyone, including yourself.”

A frown formed, tugging at my brow. “What do you mean?”

“I’m both,” he said it like it was simple. “I’m Maks—I’m Sim. I know it; he knows it. He just refuses to accept it because then all that fucking blood is on his head. And what’s worse…” He leaned forward as much as his restraints would allow. “The joy he had in taking all those lives. The problem isn’t the blackouts; the problem is that you can only suppress your true nature and lie to the world for so long. Eventually, the monster breaks free… and eventually, you have to decide if you’ll kill it for good… or join it.”

A tear slid down my cheek. “Maksim isn’t a monster.”

“I know that. You know that.” He shrugged. “Does he know that?”

“I don’t know what to do.” I choked on a sob.

“Maybe…” He locked eyes with me. “You do.”

“What?”

“Say goodbye.”

“I can’t!”

“Kiss me,” he demanded.

“I can’t.”

“I’m Maksim,” he said again in a clear voice.

My feet walked toward him. What the hell was I doing? I kept walking until I was right in front of him until tears streamed down my cheeks.

Until he looked up at me with trust and terror, until I sat on his lap resting my thighs against his while he looked down at me, still bound.

“Izzy!” Dad called from the door. “Get the hell away.”

“Go,” Maksim said in a hollow voice. “I’ll let you know when you’re welcome back again.”

“Maks—”

“Go, Dad!” I yelled. “Just go.”

“Izzy!”

“Trust me,” I said in a shaky voice.

He was quiet, and then he backed out and the door shut behind him. I wanted to ask what next. Instead, I stared Maksim down, really looked at him.

He was in there.

He was also in front of me, a mixture of bad drugs that altered his mind on top of drugs that altered his body to the point of death if he kept taking them.

But he was present.

And I refused to let him go.

I wouldn’t.

Because if this man in front of me was the one I needed to love, then I would love him, I’d fight for him, with him, and I’d do everything in my power to make sure that one day, he smiled.

“Are you going to say goodbye now?” Maksim asked, his eyes filled with tears like he wanted to die.

My throat closed up like I was going to.

I shook my head slowly. “No,” I whispered, and with trembling hands, I cupped his face and murmured, “I’m here to say hello.”

His face went slack, confused, eyes searching. “What?”

“Don’t control your monster…” I said softly. “Control the man.” I kissed him then, a brutal, painful kiss that hurt my lips as I pressed them against his.

And then I tugged on the knot in the rope.

And set my monster free. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Jekyll had more than a father’s interest; Hyde had more than a son’s indifference.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

I feel her.

I see her.

She’s not afraid—she should be.

I am.

I don’t tell her this.

She sees me, not him, me, just me, me, me, me.

In the back of my mind, I realize I love her, I realize I need her more than I need air, but I also realize what I am, who I am, and I know that the two don’t mix. I know that no matter what this is, the person I am now is a person who cannot be both.

A person who is not himself.

Or maybe I finally am.

I shake the thoughts from my head.

Everything is fuzzy as she stares me down; her eyes are locking on mine as if I’m going to disappear. The rest of my body calms down, but I have to force it as I grip her arms and keep her seated on me.

“Izzy,” I rasp.

My vision doubles.

I don’t know what’s going on.

If it’s the poison?

The lack of injections?

The original drug given to me?

I feel like laughing.

I don’t, though. Instead, I stare numbly at her and wish for her kiss again, to feel the heat of her mouth even though I know I shouldn’t want it for some reason.

I want her comfort.

Why do I need comfort?

“Izzy.” I like her name; I like the way it feels on my lips, the way it rolls across my tongue. She’s so pretty.

Her hair is so tempting. Should I grab it? Should I pull it and hold her down while I fuck her?

My body recoils just before lust burns down my limbs until I’m so hard I can’t think straight.

Ours.

Mine.

“Was that the best you could do?” I taunt.

“No.” She gets off of me and stands. “Show me.”

“Show you what?”

“Your control.”

I blink slowly and then stare down at some of the rope that’s still wrapped and knotted around me. I realize each knot is another kill, another life stolen, wrapped intricately around me, holding me prisoner.

Clearly, I’m sick because I imagine what it would be like to tie this rope around her body, to claim each kill, to own it even more than I already do.

I stumble forward. “You’ll have to untie all of me.”

She gulps, her eyes reflecting fear.

Good.

At least she’s smart, my Izzy.

She should be scared.

Her hands shake as she starts the painfully slow process of untying me. As she loosens each of the ropes, I feel my body buzzing more and more with awareness. With each brush of her fingertips, I lose my mind even more.

She gets closer and closer; she smells like heaven.

And being tied still feels like the sweetest hell. I’m tortured, waiting to touch her, waiting to tie her. The idea has me so hard I can barely think straight.

I’m more calm than I think I should be, given the circumstances. I feel like myself and wonder if this is truly another blackout… A sigh slips out, then I remind myself that Maksim doesn’t want to remember this side of us.

He doesn’t want to accept it.

Not then.

Not now.

But maybe he’ll accept Izzy.

I groan as the last rope is pulled away from me and falls to the floor. Izzy’s blue eyes are wide as saucers.

I take a step toward her. “Are you ready, Izzy?”

She licks her lips, and they tremble. I want to bite them, then suck them until they swell beneath the pressure of my mouth. My cock strains against my jeans until my sole focus is devouring this girl whole.

I don’t think about love or friendship. I think about how mouthwatering she is. I think about how good she’d look hanging from the ceiling, tied in ropes, open and waiting for me, legs spread.

It’s painful to see those images and know that I only have right now and that soon it will all be over, won’t it?

Will it?

Confusion wars with the darkness inside as I reach for her wrist, tugging her against my hard body. My mouth crashes against hers in a kiss I think I’ve been waiting for my whole life.

She tastes like freedom, not oppression. She shyly kisses me back. It’s not good enough, I think as I tilt her chin forward and invade with my tongue, shoving it through her parted lips and drinking her in. A surge of lust soars through my body when she reaches out and presses a hand on my chest.

Mine.

Ours.

A fiery heat pulses between us. Have we created it? Caused it? I don’t care as I break the kiss and stare at her mouth.

It’s swollen just how I want it.

Her eyes are dilated, just like mine.

The same.

I sink to my knees and stare up at her, grabbing the red ropes that were just tied around me. “Intimacy isn’t always about sex, Izzy. It’s about a connection—Shibari is about meeting someone where they’re at, making them secure, comfortable. It’s not a short experience, so tell me now if you don’t want this.”

“I didn’t think you would ask nicely.” She shivers above me.

I actually frown. “Just because I’m my father’s son—just because I like to spill blood—doesn’t mean I want to spill yours or would take that choice away from you.”

I shake as I twist the red rope in my hands. “When you’re the one getting tied, you’re the bottom. When you’re doing the tying, you’re the rigger. What most people don’t understand”—I run the rope through my fingertips and let out a deep breath—“is it can be as simple as giving up control and as difficult as trusting the person doing the tying.” I stand and tilt her chin with the rope. Her eyes sparkle like diamonds. “Do you trust me, Izzy?”

“Whether you’re Maks or you’re Sim”—her lower lip trembles—“you’re still Maksim. And you’re both mine. You’ve both always been mine; I just didn’t know it.”

I exhale as if I’ve been holding a breath for decades. My vision clears a bit, and I realize I am in control. I don’t feel shame. I don’t crave blood. I just know that this part of me exists, and I like it.

And she accepts it.

And while I will never deserve it.

I will fucking earn it

“How—” My voice cracks as I take a step backward. “How do you communicate with me when something is painful? When the rope is too tight?”

“I’ll tell you it’s tight.”

“And I’ll tell you to breathe,” I whisper. “How will you tell me if you feel unsafe?”

She swallows, her eyes light up. “I won’t.”

“You could.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “Not with you.”

Her trust nearly has me collapsing against the hard cement ground. I know people are worried about her being in here as if she’s trapped inside the monster’s cage when she’s the one who holds the keys.

It’s beautiful.

She’s beautiful.

Mine.

I own this moment between us—just me. My breathing comes out slow and steady as I begin. I’m turned on, but I don’t need this to be about sex.

What I need. What I really need is to show her me.

And this is the only way I know how.

I don’t know why a tear slides down my cheek as I start to tie. Just like I don’t know why tears start streaming down hers. All I know is love. All I see is… her.

I start with the Lark’s Head knot, making it so I can build from there and create something intricate, beautiful. “Tell me if this feels too tight.”

Her breath hitches. “No, no, it’s fine.”

I work slowly.

I tie numerous connecting knots of rope across her body, letting the rope slide between her breasts but keeping them free as I bind her body and her hands, leaving her legs and hips free.

When I’m done, she will look like a beautiful corset of knots and ropes that bind her arms to her sides and display her breasts in a way that will make my mouth water.

But I won’t take her control.

This is her time.

My fingers graze the underside of her right breast as I start a new knot, one that has meaning, it’s a square knot, pretty, and it goes across her stomach. “The Japanese used to use this as a form of torture at one point. Each knot would resemble a crime or something significant. But now… now the knots can represent setting yourself free.”

She looks down, her breath flowing in and out like she’s starting to panic even though she looks calm. I press a hand down on her shoulder and give her an encouraging nod, then continue.

“What’s that knot represent?” She stares down at it.

“Two parts. One whole,” I whisper. “That knot is me.”

I don’t realize I’m shedding more tears until she tries to reach them by jerking forward and then very gently leans against me, pressing her cheek against mine, soaking up my tears with her skin, the only way she is physically able at this point.

I have lived for this moment.

I don’t know how or why, just that it’s something I have always needed, to be told it was okay—that I was okay. I am going to be okay.

I don’t fight her touch. I lean into it, I welcome it, my hands still blindly tying knots around her body until my simple corset is done.

“How do you feel?” I ask.

Her cheek is still pressed against mine. She pulls back enough to whisper against my lips. “Good.”

“How good?” I growl.

Her swallow is slow as her eyes search mine. “I’m not saying goodbye.”

“Pardon?”

“So, you’re going to have to teach me how to tie your knots, how to show your truth. I don’t want to know about the knots that represent killings. I want to learn how to tie the ones that represent your pain. Can you do that? Can you?”

“You’re brave,” I whisper. Something in my chest pinches, my heart maybe? I rub it and cup her face with both hands. “I like it.”

“I like you.”

“Part of me wants you to; the other part rejects it just like I’m rejected.” I frown. “Do you think this is the drug, or was this inevitable?”

“Does it matter?” she asks in a soft voice.

“Does it?” I counter.

She stands on her tiptoes, still bound, and kisses me. “What do you think?”

“I think I would miss your taste even if I was dead.”

She smiles and kisses me deeper.

I growl, wrapping my arms around her, pinning her against my own body, and then walking her back against the cement wall.

She lets out a little pant when I start to undo the knots.

“No.” She shakes her head. “Leave them.”

“But—”

“Leave them and love me.”

Her voice echoes in my head, this quiet moment with blood on my hands and on my soul.

Love me.

I want to be loved too.

I need to be loved too.

I’m fast as I tug down her boxers and kick them to the side along with her thong.

She’s barefoot making it even nicer and sexier as I unbuckle my jeans and lower them onto my hips.

Her eyes bulge when I spring free, completely bare to her, ready to take her as if it’s my first time.

Does she see my need?

Does she feel it?

Her hands clench into fists at her sides as she squeezes her eyes shut then opens them.

I slide my hand between her thighs. She’s wet; she’s ready for me even now, bound, watching me guide myself to her heat. My eyes don’t leave hers as I fill her slowly to the hilt, holding her body up against the wall above me; I move my hips with a grunt.

Her head presses back against the cement, exposing her neck. I want to watch her as much as I want to kiss her again. I decide to press my lips against her pulse and kiss upward toward the corner of her mouth.

I can tell she wants to reach for me.

Her hands flinch at her sides.

I grip one of them and squeeze as our hips roll in perfect rhythm with each other; our eyes lock when I pull back.

Her cheeks are flushed.

“I love you.” It is my truth.

I could tie another knot with this truth.

Tears slide down her cheeks as my hips lose the rhythmic control, as I lose control of my body and pound into her, needing to feel the release, needing to feel her thighs clench around me as her heat sucks me whole and proves she needs this as much as I do.

“I love you too,” she whispers and then kisses me as I pin her against that wall, as I lock our bodies in place and finish inside her. She collapses against my chest, her head resting on my shoulder. “I love you.” I don’t know why she repeats it, but I needed to hear it.

I’m fascinated by the fact that I already miss her.

Something nudges my brain.

Something sharp and painful.

I shake my head.

She grips it with both hands and repeats. “I love you… Sim.”

I relinquish my control.

I exhale.

I go toward the darkness.
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I’m warm.

I’m content.

And I’m staring at Izzy, my vision blurry. I feel like myself and yet… not like myself. I’m literally inside her, pinning her against a fucking wall and horrified that she’s crying and fucking tied up. What the fuck?

“Iz!” I jerk away from her, embarrassed for a minute, and then petrified I hurt her as I wipe myself on my shirt and tug up my jeans. I can see the evidence of our sex on her legs, on her.

I did this.

I’m a monster.

“I love you,” she whispers.

“How did—” I’ve never told a soul, not even King, about my love for Shibari or the fact my dad taught it to me when I was sixteen. I’d always wanted to share it with her but felt weird asking, almost like it was this dark part of myself that I shouldn’t let out, just like everything else I’m ashamed of.

“I liked it,” she whispers. “Thank you… I want to learn more… I wasn’t sure you’d remember that part.”

“I do—did, I think.” I frown. “Everything feels blocked, fuzzy, like amnesia I’m just getting over but won’t ever fully conquer.” It’s the best I can do.

“Okay.” She nods. “Okay.”

“Was this our goodbye?” I hate that I’m asking this. I hate that I have mere moments left with her.

“No.” She actually smiles. “I was just meeting someone for the first time…”

I flinch. “Shit.”

“I think Sim’s smarter than you.” She says it like she finds it funny then winks. “All that science and you can’t even remember, what a waste.”

I squint. “Are you teasing me right now?”

“You’re the funny one. What do you think?”

I sigh and hang my head. “I think I did a really good job tying these knots.” I graze my fingertips over them. “And I think I’m turned on again, which is probably sick—”

“Nothing between us is sick,” she says. “Nothing.”

I nod and then pull her in for a hug and slowly start to undo all of the knots, then reach for her boxers and pull them over her hips once the rope falls to the ground.

I’m weirdly upset I only remember parts of that experience, like little fragments my brain allows me to see and keep.

“Come here.” She pulls me against her and holds me there.

A knock sounds at the door.

I wonder how long we’ve been in there; I still feel cheated.

The door bursts open, and it’s Chase. I know I can’t shield him from the smell of sex or the rope at our feet.

“Maksim?” he asks like he’s testing if it’s me. Does he know that it will always be me? Just a different part of me.

“Yeah.” I almost roll my eyes.

“There’s a problem.”

I freeze. “What?”

“King snuck off to meet the Baratta Family and stay good on his promise without any protection—without any of us, and nobody knows where he is.”

“Sergio can’t track him?”

“No.” Chase’s brow is furrowed, and his eyes hold a haunted look, as though he’s really worried. Not something he ever shows.

My breathing grows ragged as a chill seeps through me. I know what he will ask before he asks it. The cold is welcome as it flows through my veins, fragments of killing in cold blood assault like memories I want to keep. My hands covered in blood. Choking the life out of someone. I shake my head, shoving the cold away from me the only physical way I know how as I grit my teeth and listen.

“You’re the only one who we sent on those assignments, and we have no clue if they’ve moved… I would never ask this…” His entire body shudders as he glances at Izzy, then focuses his intense stare on me. “Maks… we have to find him. We can’t trust them… I’m so sorry.” He never apologizes. “I need to talk to Sim.”

I just got back, and already I have to go.

To save King, I’d cut out my own heart.

I’ll miss Izzy.

I wonder if I’ll come out of it again. If I’ll come back. Nikolai said he has no clue. I’m a fucking lab rat.

No promises.

I nod. “It’s not like I can turn it on and off.”

“Nikolai mentioned…” He lowers his voice. “That stress or emotional moments can trigger it, especially without the medicine.”

“Yeah,” I whisper.

Having sex would have probably done the trick since it switched back, but I’m not sure I can sit here and make love to the girl I love when I know I’m walking toward certain doom and may be like this forever.

So, I kiss Izzy hard on the mouth, I taste her, and memorize her. Then I walk up to Chase and punch him in the face. 


Chapter Twenty-Three

“His affections, like ivy, were the growth of time, they implied no aptness in the object.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

People don’t punch my dad and live to tell about it. I was so shocked that my gasp filled the entire room and seemed to linger. My body still felt Maksim; it felt both of them in a weird way that I couldn’t explain. He was still him, and while I thought I would be scared, I wasn’t.

Because no matter what, Maksim was still Maksim, and it broke my heart that he felt like he needed to separate himself or that he was ashamed that his brain had no choice. Had anyone told me a year ago that Maksim would literally, in his brain, be two people, I would have been confused as hell and super alarmed. And then I probably would have throat punched them for making up stories.

But now? Even being clueless, part of it made sense.

He was always the one who tried to make everyone happy, to bring laughter and his unique intelligence into the world. His laser focus was a joy to watch.

I wondered if he always felt this way, like he couldn’t fully express himself because it would be his downfall.

The thought broke my heart.

My dad stumbled to the side and then looked up at Maksim with rage in his eyes; he charged at him only to falter when the door opened again, spilling a flare of harsh light inside.

“What the hell are you guys doing?” Phoenix yelled. “Sparring?”

“He hit me!” Dad thundered. “I’m going to kill you!”

Maksim’s smile was different, colder. Calmly, he examined the blood on his knuckles, shrugged, and literally said. “Hi.”

Dad straightened his tie and tilted his head. “Sim?”

“You have a hard jaw.” Maksim looked at his hand, inspected it more likely.

“I need you,” Dad said. “But punch me again—”

“Why?” Maksim sighed. I couldn’t separate them because, together, they were whole, so I refused to change names based on personalities. It just felt weird, different, not right. It felt… almost inhuman.

He was Maksim.

He would always be Maksim.

“We can’t find King, but he sent a text,” Phoenix said, hands on hips, “about thirty minutes ago. Said he was going to them to do his job.”

“His job being taking the daughter of the boss I killed last week,” Maksim said in a bored tone. “He was down by the docks. Most of his men were.”

“Do you remember if they were going anywhere else?” My dad asked.

Maksim started moving around the room, then went and pressed his hand on one of the walls. The whole wall flipped over like something that would be seen in a spy movie, revealing a shit ton of guns and knives.

His face remained passive, expressionless as he began strapping gear to his body, and then, without looking back, he said, “Get Serena, Junior, Tank, and Ash, please.”

He was so polite and normal I wanted to laugh. Then again, what did I expect? He was still him. He was just protecting himself, protecting his brain, maybe even his own soul.

“I want to go.” I couldn’t believe I just said that.

Maksim’s hands froze over the weapons. He shoved a knife into a sheath and buckled it against his skin under his shirt, then tugged it down and stalked over to me, backing me up against a wall.

His mouth was on mine before my dad could kill him.

Phoenix bit out a curse, and I knew he was grabbing Dad to keep him from attacking Maksim.

But I was so lost in Maksim’s mouth, I couldn’t do anything but wrap my arms around his neck. I tugged him close and tasted him.

He was mine.

Always.

We broke apart, and his eyes searched mine as he whispered, “Until my heart stops beating.”

Tears filled my eyes. “How do you—”

“I’ll miss you,” he whispered and then kissed my forehead. Still holding my gaze, he said, “Make sure she stays here. I don’t need the distraction of the woman I love.”

“Maks! I mean Sim!” I yelled.

He didn’t turn around; he simply left.

My dad stared me down. “You’ve made your choice.”

I pushed my chin out, determined to make him understand. “It will always be him.”

Nikolai chose that moment to run into the room. “Did Sim just charge out of here with a shit ton of guns, ammo, grenades, and knives?”

“Yes,” we all said in unison.

“What the hell!” he roared. “You do realize how dangerous this is? I can’t control him with the medication anymore, and on top of that, his blood is poisoned

“He’ll be fine,” my dad said in a confident voice. “He has someone to come back to.”

“And if he comes back as Sim, not Maksim? What if this is permanent?” Nikolai shook his dark head. “What then? I kill him? He says goodbye? You have to understand that this was triggered by both trauma and the drug I created. I have no clue if this is a typical personality disorder or if it will get better or worse.” He ran his hands through his hair. “What happens? I need to know!”

“He’s staying,” I answered in a quiet and decisive tone. “No injections. No goodbyes. Whoever returns… is still Maksim. You’ll have to kill me to get to him.”

Just like that, I left the room, feeling stronger than ever, took the stairs, and started to make a plan. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

“She had an evil face, smoothed by hypocrisy; but her manners were excellent.” ―Robert Louis Stevenson

Maksim

I called Ash first; he was already on his way with Junior. It took me around ten minutes to collect more supplies and grab one of the Escalades. And now I wait.

I’m patient.

Soon, one of their Range Rovers pulls up.

Ash hops out first, followed by Serena, then Tank, and finally Junior. Their expressions are tight.

They look at me funny, assessing.

I don’t have time for their looks.

All I have time for is King.

I like King.

He’s funny.

And he likes me.

He even spars with me, which is more fun than I thought it would be. He told me stories about Izzy.

I love Izzy.

“Let’s go,” I command, grabbing the key fob.

“Maksim?” Serena says.

I understand the name, but it’s not really mine. “Sim,” I say with purpose. “But that’s okay… more important things to do.”

“Right.” Her eyes flicker to Junior, then back to me.

“Good to have you on our side,” Junior says, then shares a glance with Ash that makes me feel like family.

We get in the car, and I start the rundown.

“King went to the Baratta Family. Our only goal is to get him back without having to kill the rest of them. The boss is already dead—her dad—I can only assume that his brother is now in charge unless his own people have killed him. They’re losing money, but they have a lot of resources. If you remember correctly, they felt slighted when they weren’t asked to join the Five Families. Instead, the Sinacores, my Family”—I clear my throat—”were brought into the fold with the Russians tagging along. It offended them—deeply. They’ve been behind a lot of the attacks against the kids.”

“And you’re telling us this now?” Ash is clearly mad.

I expected it.

“We were trying to keep you guys out of it,” I explain. “And I did a good job.”

“No shit,” Ash says under his breath. “How many did you take out?”

“Twenty-two.” I tilt my head. Or was it more? I remember the way their blood stained my palms. “Today we’ll add to that.” I smile for the first time that night. I’m going to get my friend.

And then I’m going to go back to Izzy.

And I’m going to kiss her because I love her because she’s mine because she called me hers.
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The drive to the docks doesn’t take long, it was the last place I saw them, and since they don’t have a lot of money, just a lot of resources and people who hate us, I expect they’re just that stupid to stay in the same spot.

Hiding.

Serena clears her throat. “Sim?” She sounds like she’s testing my name as she ties back her blond hair and pulls on some leather gloves, then checks her gun. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” I pull down the street and turn off the lights.

“Will you remember this?”

“What are you talking about?” I frown. My head hurts a bit, I press my temples. How would I forget killing? It’s a strange question. Her eyes flicker to Junior before she forces me a smile in the rearview mirror. “Serena?”

“Yup, great answer. Killing is fun, glad we have the memories and all that.” She winks.

“Fuuuuck…” Junior says under his breath, casting Serena an almost loving look.

Sometimes I forget how much I love being with them.

Even if it’s for something like this.

I remember how much I love my life, different as it is, and how much I will miss Izzy if I go away.

A sad smile forms across my lips as I look in the rearview mirror again. My hair’s tousled back because I’ve been running my hands through it.

Junior sits to my right. “Do you have a plan?”

“Of course.” I roll my eyes. “I’m going to need all of you to hand over your weapons.”

“What?” they all say in unison.

I point my gun at Junior then press it to his temple. “You’re officially my hostages.”

“What the hell?” Junior yells, but he holds up his hands.

I smile. “Three heirs. I bet they’re going to shit themselves when I toss you to the wolves.”

“Are you serious?” Serena’s eyes are worried. I wonder why? It’s the perfect plan. She has to see that. “You’re crossing all of us? On purpose?”

“Right now, I am.” Do I really need to explain things? She’s being dramatic. I shrug and jerk my head toward the door. “Let’s go.”

They all get out of the SUV and start walking toward the end of the dock next to the damaged warehouse. It has a sign on it that warns no entry in ugly red letters and enough graffiti to look almost pretty with all the different colors on the side of the brown wood.

I laugh when I think of asking them to take me to their leader. The joke would be lost on my shocked friends. Do they really think I’m going to kill them?

People are dumb sometimes.

“Baratta Family…” I yell. “I brought you an early Christmas present. Or shall I say presents? How ’bout a trade?”

Nobody says anything. Minutes go by, and then the broken wood door slowly swings outward. Someone pokes a flashlight through the opening. “Who’s there?”

“Your worst nightmare.” I offer a harsh laugh. “Sorry, not funny?”

Junior mutters curses under his breath.

“Come onnnnnn. I bring gifts, and you don’t even offer a drink?”

“You alone?” The flashlight is too bright.

I roll my eyes. “I’ve been alone for years, but yes, I’m alone. I’m here to make sure King’s okay. Heard he came early and all that. The bosses got worried blah, blah, fucking, blah, so I’m here on a little peace mission. You take the others, I take King back until the wedding, then we trade. Think of it as a good faith offer that you aren’t going to hurt anyone.”

I still can’t see his face.

The flashlight lowers.

A girl stands next to him. Her light brown hair is braided down her back, she has green eyes, and is wearing a short black dress with boots and a long tan trench coat. “Sim.”

“That’s me.” I smile. “How are you, Del?”

I feel Junior and Ash tense and then start to yell all at once. I almost laugh. Of course, they know her because Maksim dated her or used her for information, and sometimes it wasn’t him. She tells me all the time she will never love me, and I don’t remember much except she likes to talk—a lot and it’s because of her that I was able to kill her dad.

See? Really good at trades.

Though she says I tend to treat her like shit sometimes, not like I can help it. I don’t love her.

“Jenna?” Serena repeats. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Del.” She winks. “Actually, but it’s been fun, trust me…”

“Not doing too bad.” Del looks at the guy next to her; I recognize him as her uncle. He’s bad news and would have killed his brother himself had I not beat him to it.

I nod to Del. “You eat today?”

She shrugs. “Hell, I ate fifteen times today, cover blown and all that.”

“Fifteen?” Serena repeats in confusion and what appears to be complete rage.

“She has a hearty appetite,” I explain.

Junior snorts out a laugh. “That’s worse than King. Maybe they’re a match made in heaven in this completely fucked up situation. What the hell, man? A little warning next time.”

I see her flinch. She doesn’t want this. She has no choice.

Peace has been made between the families.

But everyone deserves a choice.

“Fifteen…” I repeat, “Damn Fred,” I jerk my chin toward her uncle. “Did you starve her?”

“Probably should have.” His guard is down. “Come on in, King’s here, but he’s… well he ran into someone’s fist.”

“Or someone’s fist ran into him,” Ash grumbles.

We all enter.

Lights flicker on.

It’s in a shit ton of disarray, and as expected, exactly fifteen men are surrounding King as he sits tied to a chair a gag in his mouth. His green eyes flash toward mine in confusion as if to say, what the hell are you doing?

I wave.

Ash groans into his hands.

“So, what brings you here?” Fred asks while Del moves toward King. She’s carrying a knife behind her back.

Good girl.

“Oh, you know we were in the neighborhood, right Ash?”

“Joy driving,” he deadpans. “Super fun.”

He nudges Junior with a sideways kick, who glares and adds, “I like watching lights when I’m high.”

I try not to laugh and fail.

“That funny?” Fred asks with a scowl.

“He’s fucking hilarious.” I shrug. “Anyway, we should probably take King home now until the wedding.”

“Wedding?” Junior and Serena say in unison. I said it before; did they not understand my meaning?

“Ash should be the flower boy.” I wish I were kidding; I’m so serious because how funny would that be?

Another smile stretches across my face, and I shake my head. I’m getting really strange looks from my friends.

So what?

The pain in my head isn’t as bad anymore, but it’s still there, so is the threat of darkness and the need for blood.

“Anyway,” I clear my throat. “We should go.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” Fred pulls out his gun.

Fifteen other men do the same.

I sigh and hang my head. “I was afraid of that. Do you still want this alliance?”

“Yes.” Fred grins. “On our terms. And now we have the Capo’s son along with the rest of you, think of the millions we can get.”

“Right?” I nod my agreement. “The only problem is, well, Junior’s an idiot.” I shrug halfheartedly. “Sorry man, but he couldn’t tie his shoes until he was thirteen. Then Ash over there pissed his dad off and is basically kicked out of the Family. Serena has anger issues, so good luck when she bites your dick off. Even her own dad wants her dead, and well… King, poor sad, dysfunctional King. There’s another heir, so he may not even get to be the Capo. I guess what I’m saying is, they’re not who you want.”

Fred’s eyes narrow. “Then who do I want, you smartass?”

A dark chuckle sounds followed by. “Me, you idiot.”

Dom steps out of the shadows; he’s been following us the whole time, hidden in the back of the SUV, and I know he listened to our conversation. He’s Tex, our Capo’s half-brother, and fucking insane.

Which means it’s always fun when you bring him to a gunfight.

He has two guns in his hands right now.

And he starts firing before I say go.

More gunshots fire from behind him.

I assume it’s Tank.

And then… stepping out of the shadows is Valerian, Russian boss, terrifying and in a happy accident just landed his jet an hour ago.

He never hesitates, and King’s his brother, so when I say bodies are going down, it’s not a joke.

Blood is everywhere.

Surrender is the only option.

“Stop!” Del yells. “This has to stop!”

Fred’s bleeding.

Most of the Baratta men here are dead.

And I realize… she’s going to be the new boss.

And we made a promise in blood to marry her to King.

Gunshots stop. People are wounded, crying, yelling, and Fred stares up at her. “You bitch! This is your fault!”

She doesn’t hesitate as she grabs the gun from my hand and points it at his forehead, firing twice. “Go to hell.”

“Nice shot,” King says from his chair.

“I’ve been dreaming about killing him since I was six.” She hands me back my gun and turns to me. “I knew you’d come.”

I frown. I’ve only met her a few times. I have no idea what she’s talking about as she hugs me close, then pulls away and turns to King. “You idiot! All we had to do was stick to the plan!”

I frown even harder. “What fucking plan?”

“The plan!” She spreads her arms wide; we’re all in the clear. “The one you and I talked about yesterday. You were all like, ‘hey things aren’t great acting like a crazy person,’ and then you said something about dying, but you had time left, whatever that means. We met at Starbucks; I texted you? How do you not remember this?” She sighs and then curses. “Whatever, this still worked since you clearly remembered at least where we were hiding out, but you should have never let King come over here. I was this close!” She held up a hand, thumb, and forefinger a centimeter apart.

“Close,” I repeat, completely confused. What fucking plan?

“Close to finding out where he stashed all my Family’s money, remember? You said you’d help us? That the Families would help us.” Her brows drew together as she studied me. “What the hell? Were you high or something?”

Something clicks in my brain.

I feel the pain again in my temples.

What is that?

I’m exhausted.

“Whatever,” Serena interrupts. “I’ll call for cleanup. You need a place to stay?”

“Aren’t I the enemy?” Del suddenly looks uncomfortable.

“No, that dude was,” Serena points at Fred. “Plus, we’re pretty good at boarding people who want to kill us; just take a good look at that one.”

She points at me.

What the hell? “I don’t want to kill you.”

“Mmmm… okay.” Serena starts untying King, and I look at all the blood around me, then think I’m hallucinating when a butterfly flaps its wings in front of me.

I find myself saying, “I love insects.”

I remember things, then forget them.

“It was so easy,” I say to myself. “Falling.”

It would be so easy… dying. 


Chapter Twenty-Five

“If he be Mr. Hyde, I shall be Mr. Seek.” —Robert Louis Stevenson

Izzy

It had been a week.

A week where Maksim or Sim went in and out with actual Maksim. It was so hard to notice that anyone who didn’t know the two personalities probably wouldn’t be able to tell.

Where Maksim was fun and flirty, so was Sim. But Sim had this seriousness about him that also made him weirdly direct, like if you looked like shit, he’d be the one to say, “that’s ugly.”

Maksim would try to flirt his way out of answering.

It was weird.

And yet it wasn’t.

Because things were still normal even when they weren’t.

Del was living with King’s family until the wedding. It only took a few minutes for her to admit to everything, getting close to Maksim, not realizing things weren’t totally okay, just thinking he was moody or something, and playing a part for her father and her uncle. They wanted to infiltrate into the Five Families and make it look like the De Langes went crazy again. And at the end of the day needed an alliance and to find all the money one of the cousins had stashed before being offed by Maksim himself.

We had peace, sort of, and because King had already stupidly agreed to it, we had another wedding between two people that may or may not eventually kill one another.

Even though the enemy was dead, King still wanted to go through with it, but whenever any of us asked him about it, he completely shut down and would walk away.

Things were changing.

And I didn’t like it.

I wanted to ask Maksim where we were at, but Nikolai said that his mental state was delicate. Most of the drug that was killing him was out of his system, and Nikolai discovered that when Maksim was poisoned, it made the effects of the drug in his system intensify his drug-induced psychosis, which was why Maksim had been hearing weird voices and talking to himself in the mirror.

Every day Nikolai took more blood samples, and every day one thing was more apparent. It all led back to Maksim’s first kill.

It was killing Claire that really triggered his dissociative identity disorder, what Nikolai called DID, and the drugs just sadly helped it along. Nikolai was ninety percent sure that this would have happened regardless because Maksim had always been trying to ignore a part of himself. After the traumatic events when he was young, his fears were just enough to make him want to go into himself.

Also, there was mental illness in Andrei’s family.

It was the perfect storm.

But I didn’t care.

I loved him. No matter what.

Last night over dinner, Nikolai warned me it would be a lifetime thing and earned a giant slap from his wife, Maya. Something that silenced the entire family, because just like Dad, people didn’t simply hit Nikolai and live to tell about it.

“He’s a person!” she yelled. “How dare you play into that stigma! Let his mind heal itself, and if it doesn’t, so what? Will you love him less?” She’d leaned into his face. “Would you love our child less?”

Tears had streamed down her face.

Andrei stood and pulled his sister, Maya, into his arms for a hug. I think he needed to hear what I already knew, that it didn’t matter.

That was his blood.

His son.

So what? He needed to go to a different place.

Who didn’t?

I went for a run and stopped at the rock Maksim so often sat next to by the pond. We were at his house until the rebuild was finished on mine. It was big enough, even though Andrei and my dad butted heads like they were the most stubborn guys in the world, which technically it felt like they were.

I jogged around the corner and stopped.

Maksim was standing next to it, looking so sexy I wanted to cry. He had low-slung ripped jeans on and a tight black sweater. His wavy blond hair was tied back into a man bun.

I approached. “What are you holding?”

He didn’t look up but opened his big hands and smiled. “A grasshopper.”

My heart fluttered against my ribs. “Aww, I love insects.”

“I know,” he whispered. “It’s your thing.”

“Yeah, yeah, and science is yours. Technically, though, math is my thing,” I pointed out.

He smiled and set the grasshopper back on the rock, then met my gaze. “I miss you.”

I frowned. “Maksim, I’m right here.”

“You’ve been giving me space.” He made little air quotes with his fingers, which just made me smile more. “I’ll probably forget…” He shrugged. “But Nikolai told me, that the blackouts… that I go into a different… state, and I remember fragments, and I read my journals… and it scares the shit out of me, and I don’t want to put pressure on you but—”

I launched myself at him, pressing my mouth against his before pulling back and whispering, “We’ll take the good times and the bad, Maks. Until our hearts stop beating.”

His eyes met mine again. “I don’t deserve you.”

“A wise man once said he’d earn me the rest of his life,” I teased.

“Damn it, now I have to compete against myself too?” He picked me up and twirled me around, once, twice. I’d needed those two twirls after nearly losing him. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” He set me on my feet, and I cradled his chin. “It’s going to be okay… we have each other.”

“You’ll need to be patient,” He was so beautiful, so much mine I wanted to cry. “With me…”

“Wow, that’s a hard ask… you know, after everything,” I teased.

He flicked me on the arm and then kissed me again. He always tasted so good. His lips were warm. Everything about him, even if he sometimes slipped away for a bit, was perfection. “Did you tell Ash?”

I frowned. “No. I thought you were going to.”

“I was waiting for him out here,” he said. “Then you surprised me instead.”

“Good.” I reached for him again when a throat cleared. “Ash?”

Maksim pulled away.

Standing behind us was Ash holding hands with Annie, Tank and Kartini, Serena with Junior, and King, all staring at us.

“Best to just rip the band-aid off.” I elbowed him.

We all moved to the rock and sat on the grass surrounding it. And Maksim told his story of what my dad had him do in order to protect them, to protect us. He left no details out, and then he explained what he had done.

Two hours later, I was exhausted for him.

And the rest of them just accepted it and hugged him. Ash however, needed a minute. After all, Claire had been his fiancé at one time; he’d even thought she’d been pregnant.

I didn’t know what Maksim said to Ash, but they hugged, and I knew that maybe that was a story for another time when King joined them and another hour went by.

“Life,” Serena said as she lay down on the grass, “is so strange.”

“Stranger,” I agreed, lying down, “than fiction.”

We bumped fists when we heard someone whistle and sat up.

Valerian was striding toward our group with two bottles of wine while Violet, my sister, followed with several plastic glasses in a bag.

“Knew he was my favorite.” Serena jumped to her feet.

I’d missed them.

Everyone hugged. I stayed back as Maksim came to stand by me.

“I want his sweater,” he said.

I frowned. “Huh?”

“I definitely need to spar with him then go on a hunting—” He frowned. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

I didn’t need to ask him if it was him or Sim or whoever, because somehow… he was both at once and did it really matter.

I just elbowed him and said, “You and your bloodlust.”

His smile was wide when he answered. “Don’t you know it.” 


Chapter Twenty-Six

“To travel hopefully is a better thing to arrive.” —Robert Louis Stevenson.

Maksim

She laughs with me.

She doesn’t ask me who I am anymore—she calls me her Maks… and she holds my hand tight.

I smile and look up at the clouds.

I really do want Valerian’s sweater; pain in my ass has always dressed better.

“So,” Ash moves close to me. “Keeping secrets probably not the most fun few months.”

I snort. “No, it was a total joy waking up with blood on my hands and wondering where it came from sometimes.”

Ash flinches. “Seriously?”

“I see… more now…” I shrug. “Probably because I keep journals, so I can always go back and read but sometimes… I really don’t want to know what I’m capable of.”

“Sometimes.” King sits on the other side of me while the girls all talk in a circle on the grass. “It’s good to know that you’re basically a superhero now.”

“Hah.” I laugh. “What’s so super about this?”

“Well,” Junior pours me another glass of wine. “Next time you get in an argument with Izzy and really piss her off—”

“—Which you will,” Valerian adds in.

“Exactly.” Junior laughs. “You’ll just go, I’m so sorry, babe, that clearly wasn’t me. How can I make it up to you?”

I burst out laughing. “That’s cruel even for you.”

“Those girls carry weapons.” Junior points out. “I have actual stab wounds from Serena, and when I bled, she laughed and said that was fun…”

Valerian shudders. “They’re all crazy, and hey, now so are you!”

Tank comes and sits by us. “Those girls are crazy.”

We all burst out laughing.

He frowns. “Did I miss something?”

“We’re all a bit crazy,” I add in. “Though I do remember a certain crazy girl who went a bit crazy with me when I tied her up.”

All eyes are on me.

“What?” I shrug. “It was fun.”

“So like,” Ash leans in. “You tied her to a bed. MY FUCKING SISTER?”

He lunges.

Valerian holds him back and just has to ask. “Bound her feet?”

King is the next to say. “He gave her control, the same sort of control he needed.” He smiles at me and whispers, “I don’t even need to guess you went all Shibari on her ass.”

“My sister!” Ash continues yelling, the guys keep ignoring him and holding him down.

They also look confused and intrigued.

I pull King in for a hug. “Glad I rescued you.”

“I helped,” Tank says defensively.

The rest of the guys start arguing, but I’m not over my moment with my brother in arms, my cousin, my best friend.

He nods his head once and then says. “Tell me it’s going to be okay.”

“No,” I say quickly. “Because I promised you, I’d never lie, and I meant it.”

“Thanks for nothing.” He laughs.

I give him a shrug. “I’ll send you a red rope…”

He bursts out laughing. “Something tells me that’s not going to make her like me any more.”

“Probably not, but it will be fun.” I wink.

“Wait, the ropes are red?” Ash starts firing off so many questions my head spins. I lock eyes with Izzy across the way as she finishes her wine, then starts to stand. “What the hell are you doing to her?”

“Where are you going?” Junior asks.

“Let King explain,” I say, making my way toward Izzy with my hand out.

She reaches for it as we disappear into my house and take a detour toward the sparring ring, past the workout rooms, and into the one my dad introduced me to when I was a teen.

I close the door.

She looks around and smiles. There are a few bars hanging above with ropes already descending along with a bar, flat-screen, mirrors, and a ladder.

It’s also my mom’s yoga trapeze studio on one side, so tons of different colored pieces of fabric hang from the ceiling.

I feel like it’s finally my turn with Izzy.

I feel like myself.

I look in the mirror briefly and realize that no matter how many times I black out, scare myself, and wake up scared—she’ll always be here, and I’ll always be me—loved unconditionally by a woman I’ll never deserve.

She walks up behind me, wraps her arms around me, and smiles at me through the mirror. Hair long hair is in two braids; she’s wearing a black crop top and matching joggers.

She has little to no makeup on, and she’s stolen another one of my plaid shirts and wrapped it around her waist.

She says it smells like me.

I just want to smell like her.

“I love you,” I whisper.

“Always.” She hugs me back, resting her face against my shoulder. “Now show me your ropes, Maksim… I want to see the knots that represent you.”

I suck in a sharp breath and nod. “Okay.”

I reach for one of the red ropes hanging and look up. I have a vague memory of wanting to see her dangling from the ceiling, ropes holding up her breasts then wrapped around her thighs.

She’d be so pretty hanging there, stretching her body, existing in the black space between heaven and hell.

I smile.

Maybe she’s right.

Maybe I’m both Maks and Sim.

Because the idea has me grinning with anticipation as I grab a Gorgone rope and decide to involve her pretty braids in the ties.

“Take off your shirt.” I whisper, “Actually, take your shirt off and mine, leave your sweats on.”

She doesn’t hesitate as our shirts get thrown onto the floor.

“Now,” I say. “Tell me what you want… I know what I want, but this is about you.”

“It’s about us.” She smiles so brightly my chest hurts. “So tell me what you want, and I’ll make myself want it too.”

“Up there.” I point to the bar on the ceiling holding different suspensions, rings, and ropes. “I want you up there like a pretty picture I can keep in my mind forever. I want to tie around your chest, down your legs, and watch you stretch your body.”

“I’m not that athletic.” She laughs a bit. “But you’ll help me?”

“Yes,” I say. “I’ll keep you safe. We’ll start out soft… it’s more about you feeling in control about your experience anyway.”

“Plus, I get a good workout.” She winks.

I laugh and start to tie around her breasts.

It feels familiar.

The knots, the design.

I tie to make sure she can be anchored, and I start to move down her thighs. Each one has a different colored rope as I wrap her legs and create a design around her right ankle.

It’s beautiful.

I know not to suspend her too high considering she’s new, but she doesn’t know that my father is a Shibari Master and has been for years—she’s not dealing with an amateur, and I know how to keep her safe.

Knots and ties are spread around her stomach and back, moving down her legs as I reach for the anchoring ring and tie her arm and her right leg to it, making sure to only suspend her a few feet.

She gasps and looks down at me.

Her body is arched, her leg bent so beautifully it’s like watching live art.

“How do you feel?” I ask.

She arches harder and smiles down. “Sexy.”

“You are.”

“Hey… Maksim…”

“Yeah?” I keep watching.

“Can you show me how to tie you now?”

I nod wordlessly, letting her down and gently taking the ropes off.

I can’t stop touching her.

And then I start kissing her.

I suck on her tongue; it tastes so good in my mouth I could bite it.

My hands reach for her breasts as she flicks open the button of my jeans, ropes still attached to parts of her arms dangling.

No time.

“Now.” She reaches for me. “Before I tie you… Fuck me.”

“You never asked,” I pant. “What the knots all meant.”

I pick her up, put her onto the wood bar in the corner, and tug her sweats down to her ankles. She kicks them off.

“What?” She says between kisses. “Do they mean?”

“All of them…” I whisper, nipping at her lips. “…represent every year I’ve been in love with you.”

She stops kissing me, eyes fill with tears. “What?”

“Every year, since our first insect…” I laugh. “Every year, ever since the trauma I saw with my dad, ever since my nightmares started… he would tell me to tie a new knot, and I’d think of you… and I’d keep doing it… you were always my anchor Izzy. Always.”

She pulls my head down and kisses me so hard I stumble into her, and then I’m going crazy and can’t stop myself from pulling her up far enough to thrust into her.

She pulls back and cries out my name. “I love you so much. No matter what, Maks. No matter what. You’re mine.”

“Ours… apparently.”

She laughs. “You’re you, always.”

“And you’re mine. Always.”

I fill her to the hilt and whisper her name.

She cries out mine.

And I know that no matter what we face.

We have each other.

Her nails scrape down my back, pain explodes as my vision starts to change, and this time, I don’t try to stop it. I just laugh.

Minutes later, she’s beneath me on the table.

I look down.

“What a fun position,” I say.

Her eyes flicker to mine, and then she says, “Hi there.”

“I’m so glad…” I move inside her. “You never said goodbye.”

“Never.”

“I love you.”

I tug her ear with my teeth. “Prove it…”


Epilogue

“The world seems full of good men, even if there are monsters in it.“ —Bram Stokers Dracula

King

Four months later…

 

I’m fucked.

Like actually fucked.

I check the text again and look away, then back down at the screen. My hands shake.

“Are you coming out tonight?” She asks again.

I don’t know how to answer her.

I love her.

I fell for her right away in spite of my dad’s warnings.

And now, I don’t know what to do.

“Who are you texting?” Del asks behind me.

I squeeze my eyes shut and shove my phone into my pocket. “Does it really matter?”

Her eyes search mine. “Does it?”

“Blood vows and all that shit,” I shrug. “You should be in bed.”

“Yeah well…” She shrugs. “I figured the easiest thing to do was to just pull the band-aid right off.”

“Huh?”

She reaches for me.

I stumble back against the couch. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Claim me like you promised.”

My stomach churns.

I want to say I can’t do it.

Does she see the absolute terror in my eyes?

I can’t tell if she’s bluffing.

She lifts my shirt and pulls it off my head.

Everyone is sleeping.

It feels so wrong.

I want to tell her I can’t go through with it; part of me thinks she’s going to call my bluff though, so I lean in to kiss her only to feel the steel of a blade against my throat.

“…so this is how it’s going to go…”

 

Stay tuned for King’s story in December 2021!




If you need to talk to someone, here are some resources that are available all day, every day.

Please know you are not alone.

 

The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline provides free and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress

Telephone: 1-800-273-8255

For Deaf & Hard of Hearing: 1-800-799-4889

Online chat: suicidepreventionlifeline.org

 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)

SAMHSA’s National Helpline is a free, confidential, 24/7, 365-day-a-year treatment referral and information service (in English and Spanish) for individuals and families facing mental and/or substance use disorders.

Telephone: 1-800-662-HELP (4357)


Want More RVD?

Did you enjoy Fallen Royal?

Then check out these other Mafia Romances!

 

The Eagle Elite World encompasses three separate series that can each be read on its own: Eagle Elite (Italian Mafia), Elite Bratva Brotherhood (Russian Mafia), and Mafia Royals (the next generation). Pick a couple you want to know more about and enjoy!

 

Eagle Elite

Elite (Nixon & Trace’s story)

Elect (Nixon & Trace’s story)

Entice (Chase & Mil’s story)

Elicit (Tex & Mo’s story)

Bang Bang (Axel & Amy’s story)

Enforce (Elite + from the boys POV)

Ember (Phoenix & Bee’s story)

Elude (Sergio & Andi’s story)

Empire (Sergio & Val’s story)

Enrage (Dante & El’s story)

Eulogy (Chase & Luciana’s story)

Exposed (Dom & Tanit’s story)

Envy (Vic & Renee’s story)

 

Elite Bratva Brotherhood

RIP (Nikolai & Maya’s story)

Debase (Andrei & Alice’s story)

 

Mafia Royals Romances

Royal Bully (Asher & Claire’s story)

Ruthless Princess (Serena & Junior’s story)

Scandalous Prince (Breaker & Violet’s story)

Destructive King (Asher & Annie’s story)

Mafia King (Tank & Kartini’s story)

Fallen Royal (Maksim & Izzy’s Story)

Broken Crown (King’s story)
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