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​PROLOGUE: THE ASHES

Twenty Years Ago / Present Day

Mikhail

Fire has a sound.

Most people think it’s a roar. They think of raging infernos and crumbling buildings, the kind you see in movies. But when you are inside it—when it is eating the oxygen out of your lungs and melting the skin off your back—it doesn’t roar.

It whispers.

It hisses like a thousand snakes sliding over dry leaves. It pops like breaking bones.

I remember the sound of the door locking. That heavy, iron clack of the deadbolt sliding home. I remember my uncle Viktor’s voice on the other side, muffled by the thick wood. I remember my father screaming.

And I remember Nikolai running.

He was fast. He was always faster than me. He made it to the window. He smashed the glass. He scrambled out into the snow.

I reached for his hand. I can still feel the ghost of his fingers brushing mine. Just a touch. A graze of skin.

Then he was gone. And the roof came down.



Present Day

I stand in the tree line, watching the house.

It is a monstrosity of glass and white stone, glowing in the London night like a diamond dropped in the mud. They call it the Ice Palace.

Nikolai’s fortress.

I adjust the collar of my coat. The scar tissue on the left side of my neck pulls tight, a constant, itching reminder. I trace the line of it with a gloved hand. It runs from my ear, down my throat, across my chest, and wraps around my ribs like a lover’s embrace.

Pain is my oldest friend. It kept me warm in the orphanage in Omsk. It kept me sharp in the gulag. It kept me alive when everyone else thought I was ash in a shallow grave.

Through the scope of my rifle, I see them.

They are in the living room. The glass wall—the one Nikolai is so proud of—displays them like exhibits in a museum.

Nikolai Volkov. The King of London. He is pouring a drink, his movements graceful, predatory. He looks older, harder, but he still wears that arrogance like a second skin. He thinks he won the war. He thinks killing Viktor ended the bloodline’s curse.

And her.

Anya.

She walks into the frame. She is wearing silk, something emerald green that clings to her body. She laughs at something he says, tilting her head back.

She is beautiful. Not in the soft way of the women I buy for an hour, but in the sharp, dangerous way of a blade. Nikolai touches her face, his thumb brushing her lip. The possession in his body language is unmistakable. Mine, he is saying. This is mine.

I lower the rifle.

I’m not going to shoot them. Not yet.

A bullet is too quick. A bullet is mercy.

I didn't crawl out of a burning house and survive twenty years of hell just to give my brother a quick death. I want him to feel what I felt. I want him to smell the smoke. I want him to watch everything he loves turn black and crumble into dust.

I reach into my pocket and pull out the package.

It’s small. Wrapped in brown paper. Inside is a single object. A toy soldier. Lead, painted red and gold. The paint is chipped. It’s scorched on one side.

We buried this soldier together in the garden when we were children. A pact. Brothers against the world.

I step out of the tree line. The motion sensors are active—I can hear the faint hum of the perimeter grid—but I know the blind spots. I know the codes. I know them because I built the prototype for this system in a Siberian basement while Nikolai was busy playing gangster in a suit.

I place the package on the stone pillar of the front gate.

Right under the camera.

I look up into the lens. I know Nikolai will review the footage later. I want him to see me. I want him to see the face he thinks he buried.

I smile. The scar tissue pulls, turning the expression into a snarl.

"Hello, brother," I whisper into the cold night air.

I light a match. The flame flares, bright and hot. I hold it until it burns my fingertips, until the smell of searing flesh fills my nose.

I drop the match on the package.

Let the burning begin.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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THE GLASS FORTRESS

Anya

There is a specific kind of silence that money buys.

It isn’t the silence of emptiness, the kind I grew up with in Viktor’s basement. That was a hungry silence, waiting to be filled with screams.

This silence is heavy. It smells of fresh espresso, expensive leather, and the rain washing the floor-to-ceiling windows of the master bedroom. It is the silence of safety.

I stood by the window, looking out at the grounds. The birch trees were stripped bare by winter, standing like white skeletons against the grey London sky. The perimeter fence was a discreet black line in the distance, humming with enough voltage to stop a tank.

"You're brooding," a voice rumbled from the bed.

I turned. Nikolai lay amidst a tangle of charcoal-grey sheets, one arm thrown over his eyes. His chest was bare, a landscape of scars and ink that I had memorized with my fingertips a thousand times.

"I'm observing," I corrected. "There's a fox near the north gate. It’s been pacing the sensor line for ten minutes."

Nikolai lowered his arm, opening one eye. That icy, piercing blue that used to terrify me now just made my stomach flip.

"A fox, Anya? Should I call in an airstrike?"

"It’s testing the perimeter," I said, walking back to the bed. I sat on the edge, resting my hand on his chest. His heart beat strong and steady under my palm. "Just like I would."

Nikolai captured my hand, bringing my knuckles to his lips. "You and your paranoia. It’s been five years, Red. The city is quiet. The Bratva is loyal. Julian Thorne is... well, Julian. We won."

"Peace is just the pause between wars," I recited.

"Viktor is dead," Nikolai said, sitting up. The sheet fell to his waist. He looked older than the man who had kidnapped me from a garage five years ago. There were silver threads in his dark hair now, and new lines around his eyes. But he was still the most dangerous thing in any room. "Let the ghosts rest."

"Mama! Papa!"

The bedroom door banged open.

The silence shattered instantly.

A small whirlwind in dinosaur pajamas sprinted into the room and launched himself onto the bed.

Lev. Four years old. He had Nikolai’s dark hair and my green eyes, and a chaotic energy that belonged entirely to himself.

"Oof." Nikolai caught the boy mid-air, swinging him up to sit on his chest. "Easy, little wolf. You attack with no strategy. You leave your flanks exposed."

"I’m a T-Rex!" Lev roared, baring tiny teeth. "I don't need strategy! I have big teeth!"

Nikolai laughed—a rich, deep sound that vibrated through the mattress. "Even T-Rexes need to watch their backs, Lev. Rule number one."

I watched them, a lump forming in my throat. This. This was the stakes.

Five years ago, I fought for my own survival. Now, I was fighting for this. For the sound of my son laughing. For the way Nikolai looked at him with a softness the world never saw.

Lev scrambled over Nikolai and crawled into my lap. "Mama, Dmitri says I can see the dogs today. Can I? Please?"

"After breakfast," I said, smoothing his hair. "And only if you eat your eggs. No hiding them in the napkin."

"You're a tyrant," Nikolai murmured, leaning over to kiss my neck.

"I learned from the best."

We were happy. It was a terrifying realization. Happiness was a vulnerability. It was a soft underbelly exposed to the knife.

Nikolai’s phone buzzed on the bedside table.

The mood in the room shifted instantly. The air pressure dropped.

Nikolai didn't look at the phone. He looked at me. The playful father vanished, replaced by the Pakhan.

"Take Lev downstairs," he said quietly.

"Nikolai?"

"Dmitri never calls the private line before nine," he said. "Go."

I didn't argue. I scooped Lev up. "Come on, T-Rex. Let’s go hunt some pancakes."

I carried my son out of the room, but I paused at the door. I looked back.

Nikolai answered the phone. He didn't say hello. He just listened.

I saw his spine stiffen. I saw the color drain from his face, leaving him looking like a marble statue.

"Don't touch it," Nikolai said into the phone. His voice was ice. "Clear the perimeter. I'm coming down."

He hung up. He looked at me.

And for the first time in five years, I saw fear
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