the resemblance between him and Nico. IF 1 didn't :1|1'|_':1d_1f' lenow, I'd never
EUL'EH [I':IL'_".' Were |1:J.|F— |.'.|T'|.'.l[]'|1."'|'!'i-

“Martina, nice to see vou again,” hue: SIVS, tulci:ng my hand and Fl]:mring 1l
kiss on rop. Ut of the corner of my eve, | see Nico .lil::mding against the
"?f'ﬂ”.. l:ll]':i.ﬂé: riy a 'HL'“ ﬂthﬂ.’l‘ MICTI.

Wy am f ﬁx:u'.'.:.r.';.l'r::_:; on fuim when an actraceive guy is standing righe in
frone of me?

| E‘ml] my tocus back o Cade and smile }1n|'m:|_'u.' at him. | turn around
and head ourside o che patio table, which is ]_':u::luriﬁ|||:-.' decorated for che
lunch mw facher is hosting. With the warm sun on my face, | ke a sea
beside Catalina,

“Car, 'm sorry for whar | said in the kicchen, bur you have to end it wich
Michacl,” 1 tell her softly, bur she ignores me. 1 glance around the table and
realize Nico is sitring across from me.

Adter some delicious appetizers and warching the men engage in heavy
L{iﬂﬂ'll!ﬁiﬂﬂs, | Elli.']l:,{l,:'nl_'l" |'||:;':1r |'|"I_'l.' namqs Fl'l:}m l'hl,',' |:|1'|1|:r Eil.:lii," ”F fhl:" [ﬂ]:ll.[:'.
Turning mv attention to the conversation, | hear some Russo cousins ralk-
ing abour the Marrina-Oc-Vico-rumor —rumors abour how 1 used 10 be
with a guy and lost mv virginicy to him. 1 oy o ignore ic, bur when 1 hear
the word “whore” thrown across che table, | can't stay quict,

“Excuse me, you mind repeating char, coglione®™ The silence is deafening,
and [ feel everyone's eves on me, especially my facher's,

“What did vou call me, Froi? he sneers. | hold his stare, refusing o
back down.

“You heard me.”

Some of the guys trv o talk him down, bur he strides over o me, T'm
ready to turn and leave, bur the guv vanks me back by my arm,

“You think we don't hear the rumors, bur what happened thar night is
true. You are a whore!”

[ know 1 shouldn't let his words affect me, and 1 do the one thing my fa-
ther has taught me never to do: talk back.

“Is that so? You think vour tailored suits and millions in the bank make
o lt‘-ugh':' That Just because YOU CArry o loaded ZuM, VOu Can say whatever
vou please to anyone?”

[ instantly regret my words as the cold barrel of a gun presses againse my
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torehead. From the corner of my eve, | see Mico }‘.lu||ir1:__; his gun on the guy
in frone of me.

“Put the gun down, Silvan, Now,” Nico SIYE, his voice calm but com-
:nmnding.

“She diﬁrr.':ipm‘.n:-l] me, and she needs o pay,” the Uy, now identitied as
Silvan, SIYS th mugh gl'il:t::d teeth.

“Iidn't vou hear me? Put. The. I"ut'l-:ing. Coumn. Down,”

| hold Silvan's stare as he g|:m:.i ar me.

“Any last words?™ he asks me with a grin. The .':::ﬁ'r_':.' clicks off, and |
close my eves. The nexe thing 1 hear is a gunsho. [ brace for pain, bur noth-
Ing comes, When | OpEn My €Ves, Silvan's |'.lud_'~' 1.'L'|]|:|}'.|5|:5 to the grmlnd.

Blood guﬁhﬂi trom the hole in his head, staining the pavement 1 dwp
red. The warm blood drips down my face.

My heart pounds in mv chest, and it feels like the world is moving in
slow mortion, [ see Nico walking awav, My facher sits shakes his head in
dis.:tppn:rinrmn:nr- Cacalina grips my arm, ;iﬁ]-:ing me if I'm n:ﬂf::_'l.'. while my
maother stares in shock.

1 hurry inside, trving to carch up o Mico, Just as 1 reach him, the door
slams shur in my face, and Nico is gone,

1 run upseairs, my breathing growing heavier as the shock sers in, My
heart races, and my hands cremble as 1 kick off my heels. 1 soruggle to unzip
my dress while silent ears stream down my face. When the dress finally
comes off, | scep inco the shower and scrub ac my skin like I'm orving w
crase the evenes of the day.

For the rest of the atternoon, 1 lay in bed, dressed in swears, staring our
the window ar the busy streers in cthe New York suburbs,

Around dinner time, my sister walks in.

“Hew, Mar, dinner's ready. Are vou hungry?”

I don’t respond.

“I'm sorry [ didn't come up sooner. Dad didn't allow me o check up on
vou.” Every time my siblings and | would get into a fight wich either of our
parents, we weren't allowed o check up on each other.

“It’s fine,” | RS [0 S0y,

The following day, I stand in frone of my father's office. 1 finally man-

:|g-.:d Lo gut}'u_‘r 1::|'|ﬂugll COUFILEE Lo u}‘JD]ﬂEirl_‘ to him. | got dressed in a hl_‘ig;:



skirt with a tt‘.u"r—tu--;iuwn zipper and an oversized white T-shirt tied mgctl'l-
er on my back. My hair is ina I'.I:.':l.[l_'l.' tied ]:-unj..'ruil. The sound of my heels
::lil:h:ir.lg (NEN] []'l.'l.' Tl'l:ll'].':lll'_' 'I:]‘l:ll."'l' 'lfl_'ll'l.l.:ll'_'i 2% | I:':TH.:II_'L'. L EI'lL" L:|u-|.:|r.

“Come in”

| seride across che room and sic down in one of the chairs across from his
desk.

“What are VoL dl.‘.uing here, Martina?™

[ inhale 5]131'|1|_'|.'5 rrving to .‘il'-:.'f'IL{:u.' m_'.'}irli:

I came o :|]::-|:||up':-'.1: for my behavior :-.":,'Htt,'l‘:_lﬂ_"a.' at lunch.” My facher
.."'_ii'l'l'll'll_':.' II.'I('I'I[H Al me wi [h A STETN I;":{]_“'fﬁﬁ-il.'ln.

= '-'.hﬂ"l_l.]l:,{ I'l:l".ri' never ]I.'."l. |'|:':|_'||" I:'I'l'll,,'l'[lll:,'l'nﬁ- g’.‘,"l. [l':ll;' L'll;"l_l'l;"l. l_':l"- m, .."ll'll:,{ i[xh oL
whar you ml_lg]'lr me,” | concine,

“Martina, vou almost cost me a business deal yesterday, You with vour
smart mouth,” he savs coldly, 1 managed o salvage some of i, but | had w
accept new terms from Cade and Nico,”

“I'm sorry, Dad. | just couldn't take i ANYMOTE with the-" 1 ry.

“Martina Elenal Don't vou dare finish that sentence in my house,” he
snaps, raising his voice, I've never seen him this angry before, “You have 4
chance to make this right, and vou will marry Cade Russo.”

| freeze, the weighe of his words hitting me like 2 punch ro the chest.

“Bur Drad-"

“Enough!™ He interrupes. “Marcina, don't vou dare talk back o me. You
screwed up, so vou will do chis wichour conmradiction. You will puc a smile
on that precey face of vours and do chis”

“When?" | whisper, holding back tears,

“Five weeks,” he says. “You'll move in with them in a few days”

[ want to protest, but he raises his hand, silencing me.

“You may go.”

[ leave his office, my mind racing. As I reach the hallway, I see Nico en-
tering through the front door. Anger boils over, and the words spill before 1
can stop them.

“How could you?

"How could | what? Mico asks, his tone cold and l.."'I.'!I]1I]1.'LI'I'I.iiI'I'_1.'F

"How could vou marry me off to vour brother™ I demand, meeting his
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