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EPILOGUE

Also By Sloane Sterling


​PROLOGUE: THE LION'S DEN

Six Months Later The Penthouse, Thorn Tower (Nikolai)

The air up here always smelled the same: money, ozone, and the faint, metallic scent of blood that had been scrubbed away but never truly forgotten.

I stood on the edge of the balcony, swirling the expensive vodka in my glass. Below, London glittered like a whore in cheap jewels. It was a mess down there. Since Vance fell and Julian Thorne opened the floodgates of information, the city had been eating itself alive.

But up here, in the glass spire, it was calm.

The wedding reception was in full swing. It was the event of the decade. Every surviving power player in the city was here, drinking Thorne’s champagne and pretending they weren't terrified of him.

I watched Julian. He was standing in the center of the room, wearing a tuxedo that cost more than my first car. He didn't look like a man who had retired. He looked like a lion watching a herd of gazelle.

He held his new wife’s hand. Cleo.

She was wearing white. A sleek, modern gown that clung to every curve, with a slit up the leg that showed the faint outline of a holster strapped to her thigh. She was laughing at something the Police Commissioner said, but her eyes were scanning the room, cold and assessing.

They were perfect. They were untouchable. They were boring.

"Enjoying the view, Nikolai?"

I didn't turn around. I knew the voice. Low, cultured, laced with a threat that never entirely went away.

Julian Thorne stepped up beside me. He didn't look at me; he looked out at his city.

"The vodka is excellent," I said in my thick, St. Petersburg accent. "The company is... tolerable."

"You're only here because Cleo insisted we invite the neighbors," Julian said drily. "Try not to shoot anyone. It ruins the upholstery."

I chuckled. I remembered the bullet his wife had put in the floor inches from my boot six months ago.

"She is a remarkable woman, Julian. You are a lucky bastard."

"I am aware."

Julian turned to face me. His silver eyes were hard.

"How is the East End?" he asked.

"Stable," I lied. "The power vacuum is... filling."

"It's chaos, Nikolai. My sources tell me you're fighting a three-front war against the Albanians and the Triads just to hold onto your territory."

I shrugged. "Chaos is good for business. It keeps the overhead low."

Julian took a sip of his drink. "I tolerated Vance because he was predictable. I tolerate you because you were smart enough to stand down when I retook this building. Don't make me regret it."

"Is that a threat, King?" I asked, bristling slightly.

"It's neighborly advice," Julian said. He looked past me, back toward his wife. His expression softened instantly, the ice melting into a fierce, possessive heat.

"Look at them," I muttered, shaking my head. "Happily ever after. It's disgusting."

"It's work," Julian corrected. He checked his watch. "And my shift just ended."

He set his glass on the railing.

"Excuse me. I have a wife to kidnap from her own party."

He walked away, moving through the crowd like Moses parting the Red Sea. He walked straight to Cleo. He didn't ask; he took her hand. He leaned in and whispered something in her ear.

I saw the blush rise on her neck. I saw the way her body curved into his. They didn't say goodbye to anyone. They just walked to the private elevator.

The doors closed. The fairy tale was complete.

I turned back to the railing, draining my vodka. I felt a restless energy buzzing under my skin. I was twenty-eight years old, I was running the biggest criminal organization in the city, and I was bored out of my mind.

I needed a war. Or a woman. Preferably both.

I turned to go back inside and find another drink.

That's when I saw her.

She wasn't part of the main crowd. She was standing by the DJ booth, looking uncomfortable in a dress that was too big for her. She was holding a tray of canapés, but she wasn't staff. She looked... terrified.

She had red hair, the color of spilled wine, and eyes that were darting around the room like a trapped animal's.

She was looking at me.

No. Not at me. She was looking past me. At the shadows near the service entrance.

I followed her gaze.

Standing in the shadows was a man I recognized. A man who was supposed to be in a Siberian prison.

My uncle. The man who had murdered my father to take control of the Bratva.

The glass in my hand shattered.

The boredom vanished. The restlessness clarified into a single, burning point of focus.

Julian Thorne had his kingdom. He had his peace.

I looked at the girl with the red hair, and the monster in the shadows behind her.

My war had just begun.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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The Redbird (Nikolai)

The wedding was over. The guests had gone home to their safe beds. Julian and Cleo were presumably tearing each other apart in the master suite.

The penthouse was quiet, save for the cleaning crew moving silently through the debris of the party.

I hadn't moved from the balcony.

My uncle, Viktor, was gone. He had slipped away the moment I made eye contact. He was a coward, a rat who preferred shadows to confrontation. But he had been here. In my city. At a party I was attending.

It was an insult that required blood.

But first, I needed the bait.

I walked back into the main room. The girl with the red hair was gone.

"You." I grabbed the arm of a passing waiter, a kid who looked terrified of his own shadow. "The girl. Red hair. Ugly dress. Where is she?"

The waiter stammered, "I... I think she went down to the service level, sir. With the catering staff."

I dropped his arm and headed for the service elevator.

I knew who she was now. The memory had clawed its way up from my childhood in Moscow. Anya. My second cousin. I hadn't seen her since she was ten years old, skinny and silent at my father's funeral. Viktor had taken her in.

"Taken her in" was Viktor's code for acquiring an asset.

I hit the button for the garage level.

If Viktor was here, it meant he was making a move for my territory. He would use Anya as a scout, a spy, maybe even a sacrifice.

I wasn't going to let him. Not because I cared about her—I didn't care about anyone—but because she was mine. By blood, by right of conquest. If anyone was going to break her, it was going to be me.

The elevator doors opened onto the subterranean parking garage. It smelled of exhaust and cold concrete.

I saw her immediately.

She was standing by a white catering van, arguing with a large man in a grease-stained shirt.

"...said I get paid tonight," she was saying. Her voice was lower than I expected, husky, with a trace of the motherland still clinging to the vowels.

"Boss pays you tomorrow," the man grunted, closing the van doors. "If you show up."

He got in the van and drove off, leaving her standing alone under the flickering fluorescent lights.

She slumped, her shoulders shaking slightly. A damsel in distress. Pathetic.

I walked toward her. My footsteps echoed in the empty garage.

She spun around. Her eyes, green as sea glass, widened when she recognized me.

"Nikolai," she whispered.

"Anya," I said, stopping a few feet away. "Fancy meeting family at a billionaire's wedding."

She took a step back. She looked at my tuxedo, then at her own cheap, ill-fitting dress. She crossed her arms, defensive.

"I was working," she said.

"You were spying."

"I was serving crab cakes to rich assholes," she snapped, her chin coming up.

Fire. Good.

"Did Viktor enjoy the crab cakes?" I asked softly.

She froze. The color drained from her face, making her hair look even redder.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Liar." I closed the distance between us. I reached out and grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at me. Her skin was freezing. "He was here. I saw him. And you were watching him."

"He... he just wanted to know who was there," she stammered, trembling under my touch. "That's all."

"He wants my city, little bird. And he sent you to open the cage door."

I let go of her chin. I ran my thumb over her lower lip. It was full, soft, and currently trembling with fear.

"You're coming with me," I decided.

"What? No. I have to go back. If I don't go back, he'll..."

"He'll what? Beat you? Starve you?" I smiled, cold and cruel. "I'm going to do much worse than that, Anya. I'm going to keep you."

She tried to run.

It was a pathetic attempt. She spun around in her cheap heels and stumbled.

I caught her by the back of that hideous dress. I yanked her back against my chest.

"Easy, Red," I murmured into her ear. "You're too pretty to ruin on the concrete."

She fought then. A wild, frantic struggle. Elbows, nails, heels.

It was adorable.

I clamped one arm around her waist, pinning her arms to her sides. I lifted her off her feet. She kicked at the air, screaming.

"Let me go! You bastard, let me go!"

"Scream all you want," I said, walking toward my black Range Rover parked in the corner. "Down here, no one can hear you but the rats."

I opened the passenger door and threw her inside. Before she could scramble across the console, I was in the driver's seat, locking the doors.

She threw herself at the door handle, yanking it violently.

"Child locks," I said, starting the engine. The V8 roared to life, drowning out her ragged breathing.

She pressed herself against the door, staring at me with pure hatred.

"He'll kill you for this," she hissed.

"He's welcome to try."

I pulled out of the garage, heading up the ramp into the London night.

"Where are you taking me?" she asked, her voice small now.

I glanced at her. The streetlights flashed across her face. She looked terrified, defiant, and utterly captivating.

"Home," I said. "Welcome to the family reunion."
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​CHAPTER TWO
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The Ice Palace (Anya)

He took me to a fortress.

I expected a dingy basement or a warehouse. That was Viktor’s style. Nikolai, it turned out, had more expensive tastes.

We drove for an hour, leaving the city center and heading west into the wealthy suburbs. He pulled through iron gates that opened automatically, up a long driveway lined with birch trees, and stopped in front of a massive, ultra-modern house made of glass and white stone.

It looked cold. It looked sterile. It looked like a prison disguised as a mansion.

"Get out," he said, killing the engine.

I hesitated. The locks clicked open.

"I said, get out. Unless you want me to carry you again. I enjoyed it the first time."

I opened the door and stepped onto the gravel drive. The night air was chilly, biting through the thin fabric of the borrowed dress.

Nikolai walked around the car. In the tuxedo, in the moonlight, he looked like a dark prince from a fairy tale—the kind that ate the princess at the end. He was bigger than I remembered. Broader. And his eyes, a pale, icy blue, held nothing of the boy I had known in Moscow.

"Move," he ordered, jerking his head toward the massive front door.

I walked. What choice did I have?

He unlocked the door with a thumbprint scanner. Inside, the house was vast and minimalist. White marble floors, soaring ceilings, furniture that looked like art meant never to be touched.
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