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          NIKOLAI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirteen Years Ago

      

      

      Despite enjoying my final year at MIT, I still get homesick in Boston. So winter break couldn’t come soon enough.

      Now I’m home, but the house is too quiet.

      I notice it the moment I step through the front door, shaking snow from my coat. December in Moscow wraps the city in a white shroud, and tonight the cold has teeth. But it’s the silence inside that makes me shiver.

      “Mama?” My voice echoes through the marble foyer, swallowed by shadows.

      No answer.

      At twenty, I’m old enough to run operations for my father, to command men twice my age, to put bullets in skulls without flinching. But this eerie stillness makes me feel like a child again. I’m small and frightened and desperately searching for my mother’s face.

      Father called me yesterday to prepare me. She hasn’t left her room in three days. It’s one of her episodes, according to him.

      “You know how she gets, Kolya. The darkness takes her sometimes. She’ll come back to us,” he always says it like it’s not a big deal, like my mother’s soul retreating behind her eyes is just an inconvenience to be tolerated.

      I take the stairs two at a time, my boots leaving wet prints on the Persian runner. The hallway stretches before me, paintings of stern-faced ancestors watching my passage with disapproval. At the end, her door waits. Closed. Silent.

      “Mama?” I knock once. Twice. “It’s me, Kolya. I brought you those chocolates from the shop near the university. The ones with the cherry filling you like.”

      Nothing.

      My hand finds the handle. It turns without resistance.

      The room is dark, curtains drawn against the gray afternoon light. I smell roses first. Her perfume wraps around me, the one she’s worn since before I was born. Then something else. Something stale and wrong.

      “Mama, I’m turning on the light⁠—“

      The words die in my throat.

      She hangs from the crystal chandelier like a broken marionette, her silk robe flowing around her suspended body, her dark hair cascading down her back. Her face is turned away from me, which is a mercy I don’t deserve. The rope cuts into her pale throat. Her bare feet dangle twelve inches above the antique rug.

      My knees hit the floor. I don’t remember falling.

      The sound that tears from my chest isn’t human. It’s the wail of an animal caught in a trap, the howl of something being ripped apart from the inside. My fingers dig into the carpet fibers hard enough to draw blood from beneath my nails.

      “MAMA!”

      I scramble toward her, a primal part of my brain insisting I can fix this. I can save her if I only get her down. My hands shake so violently that I can barely grip the chair. I knock it over in my desperation to reach her.

      “No, no, no, no⁠—“

      The door crashes open behind me.

      “Nikolai?” My father’s voice cuts through the chaos. “What is⁠—“

      He stops. I hear the sharp intake of his breath. “Bozhe moy,” he grunts. My God.

      I’m climbing onto the overturned chair, reaching for her, when strong hands yank me back. I fight them, fight him, with everything I have, but grief has turned my limbs to water, and my father’s grip is iron.

      “Let me go! I have to help her, I have to⁠—“

      “Nikolai.” His voice breaks on my name. Actually breaks, as if something inside him has shattered. “Nikolai, stop. She’s gone, son. She’s gone.”

      I collapse against his chest. For the first time in years, or maybe ever, my father holds me like I’m precious.

      His hand cups the back of my head, pressing my face into his shoulder. “Don’t look,” he murmurs. “Synok, don’t look. I’ve got you.”

      His endearment—little son—undoes me completely. I haven’t heard it since I was a boy, since before he decided that softness was a weakness the Bratva heir couldn’t afford. Now it spills from his lips like he’s forgotten all those years of teaching me to be stone.

      We sink to the floor together, father and son, while my mother’s body turns slowly in the draft from the open door.

      I don’t know how long we stay like that. Time has lost all meaning. Eventually, my father shifts, reaching into his pocket for his phone.

      “Viktor.” His voice has steadied, though his hand still trembles against my shoulder. “Come to the main house. Bring Sergei and Pavel. My wife...” He swallows. “My wife has taken her life.”

      Taken her life. The words don’t make sense. My mother loved life. She loved her roses, her books, her music. She loved me. How could she choose to leave?

      “Why?” The question scrapes past my raw throat. “Papa, why would she⁠—“

      “Your mother was unwell. You know this.” He pulls back to look at me, and for a moment, something flickers in his pale eyes. It’s cold and calculating. But it’s there and gone so fast I might have imagined it. “She struggled with her mind for many years.”

      “But she was getting better. Last month, she called me to tell me she was planning the spring garden⁠—“

      “The darkness comes and goes.” His jaw tightens. “You’ve seen it yourself. Some days she would be so happy, full of light. Other days, she couldn’t rise from her bed. The doctors warned me this might happen.”

      The mood swings turned my mother into two different women. One was vibrant and present, while the other was hollow-eyed and distant. Father always dismissed the whispers about her strange behavior. He always defended her to those who thought the Pakhan’s wife was touched in the head.

      But something nags at me. A splinter of doubt I can’t quite name.

      “She didn’t leave a note,” I hear myself say.

      “Not everyone does.”

      “Mama loved words. She wrote everything down. Her notes, letters, lists...” I trail off, staring at the carpet. “She would have left something. For me, if no one else.”

      “Grief makes us look for meaning where there is none.” He grips my shoulders, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Your mother was sick, Nikolai. She fought her demons as long as she could, but in the end, they won. That is the only explanation for this tragedy.”

      I believe him. God help me, I need to make sense of this. I need to blame mental illness for my mother’s suicide.

      Otherwise, it just means she didn’t love me enough to stay.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      The funeral is a grand affair. Half of Moscow’s underworld fills the cathedral, crime lords in expensive suits offering condolences. My father, the devastated widower, receives embraces, wipes tears, and speaks of his beloved Katarina with profound tenderness.

      I stand beside the mahogany casket in my black suit, accepting handshakes and murmured sympathies from men whose hands are as bloodstained as my father’s. Their pity slides off me like water. None of them knew her. None of them loved her.

      Raisa, my nanny, stands in the back of the church, her weathered face tracked with genuine tears. For my mother, Raisa was more than staff. She was her closest confidante, the only person Mama trusted completely in a house full of wolves.

      When the last mourner has left, and the servants have begun preparing for the wake, I slip out through the service entrance. I can’t stomach another hour of false grief and political maneuvering. I can’t pretend that my heart isn’t a gaping wound in my chest.

      I hop on my motorcycle and rush back home to my mother’s rose garden.

      Even in winter, it’s beautiful. The bushes are bare now, their thorny branches reaching toward the gray sky like supplicants begging for warmth. Come spring, they’ll explode with color. A riot of red, pink, and white blooms that my mother tended with her own hands.

      She won’t see them bloom again.

      I sink onto the stone bench where she used to sit, reading poetry while I practiced my knife work on the lawn. The cold seeps through my coat, but I don’t care. I want to feel something other than this hollowness.

      I stare into the void and lose track of time until Raisa’s voice yanks me back to the present. “I thought I might find you here.”

      I look up. My former nanny approaches along the gravel path, a shawl clutched around her narrow shoulders. In the harsh winter light, she looks older than her sixty years. Her face has been carved by time, secrets, and a lifetime of service to our family.

      “Raya.” Her nickname falls from my lips like a prayer. “I can’t go back to the church. I can’t listen to them talk about her like she was just... a casualty. A regrettable loss.”

      She lowers herself onto the bench beside me, close enough that I can smell her familiar lavender scent, mixed with flour and something medicinal. “Your mother hated those gatherings. All the posturing and politics. She used to say the only honest people in the room were the waitstaff.”

      A sound escapes me. Not quite a laugh, not quite a sob. “She was probably right.”

      We sit in silence for a long moment, watching a crow hop across the frozen flowerbeds.

      When I finally speak, my voice is barely above a whisper. “Why did she do it, Raya?” I turn to face her, not bothering to hide the tears that have started falling again. “Why did she leave me like that? Did she not—“ My voice cracks. “Did she not love me enough?”

      “Oh, moy mal’chik.” My boy. She reaches up to cup my face in her papery hands, the way she used to when I was small and crying over a scraped knee. “Your mother loved you more than anything in this world. More than her own life.”

      “Then why?”

      Something shifts in Raisa’s expression. A flitting shadow passing behind her eyes.

      “I have my own theories about why your mother died,” she says slowly. “One day, I hope I can share them with you. When you’re ready.”

      She reaches into the folds of her shawl and withdraws a wooden box.

      My breath catches.

      It’s small and clearly handmade. The wood has been sanded smooth and carved with an intricate pattern of roses, their petals picked out in what was once bright red paint. The lock is simple brass, darkened with age.

      “This belonged to your mother,” Raisa says, pressing it into my hands. “She gave it to me for safekeeping. She wanted you to have it.”

      The wood is warm against my frozen fingers. I trace the carved roses, the same flowers that surrounded us in the garden, that perfumed her skin, that will now grow wild without her care.

      “What’s inside?” I manage to get the words out.

      “Her journals. Her notes to herself.” Raisa’s voice drops even lower. “She would come to my quarters to write in them, lock the box, and give it to me before returning to the main house. She didn’t want to risk the wrong people finding them.”

      Wrong people. Not anyone. Specific people.

      “Your mother knew she could trust me,” Raisa continues. “As she knew she could trust you. Whatever is in that box, she meant for you to have. Remember that.”

      I turn the box over in my hands. It’s impossibly heavy. Not physically heavy, more of a burden, I’m not sure I’m strong enough to carry.

      “Have you read them?”

      “No.” Raisa’s denial is immediate and firm. “That was not my place. But Kolya...” She hesitates, something unspoken hanging between us. “Your mother was not the woman your father described at the funeral. She was not fragile. She was not weak. Whatever drove her to that... ending... it was not simply madness.”

      Before I can press her further, she rises from the bench, pulling her shawl tighter.

      “I must return before I’m missed. Keep the box hidden. Keep it safe.” She pauses, looking down at me with an expression I can’t quite read. “And when you’re ready to know the truth, it will be waiting for you.”

      She walks away, her footsteps crunching on the frozen gravel until they fade into silence.

      I’m left alone with my mother’s roses and her secrets and a grief that threatens to swallow me whole.
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        * * *

      

      My room feels like a mausoleum.

      I set the box on my desk and stare at it for what might be minutes or hours. The carved roses seem to pulse in the firelight, their red paint dark as old blood. The brass lock catches the flames and throws them back at me, challenging me to look inside.

      Her journals. Her private thoughts.

      Everything I don’t know about my mother is in there. Every secret she kept, every fear she harbored, every truth she couldn’t speak aloud might be contained in this small wooden box. The answers I’ve been desperate for since I found her body could be waiting behind that simple lock.

      So why can’t I open it?

      My hands shake as I reach for the clasp. I imagine her handwriting flowing across yellowed pages, her voice speaking to me from beyond the grave. Kolya, my love. Let me tell you what really happened...

      I can’t.

      The grief hits me like a physical blow, doubling me over. For a week, I’ve held myself together through sheer force of will. The Bratva heir doesn’t weep, doesn’t show weakness, doesn’t let his enemies see him bleed. But here, alone in the dark, the facade crumbles.

      I grab the box and hurl it into the fireplace.

      For a moment, I watch the flames lick at the carved roses. The paint blisters, blackens. The wood begins to char at the edges. My mother’s secrets, my mother’s truth, burning to ash while I stand frozen and do nothing.

      Then instinct kicks in, and I’m lunging for the fireplace.

      “No. No!”

      I plunge my hand into the flames, barely registering the pain as I snatch the box from the fire. The heat sears my palm, but I don’t let go. I cradle it against my chest, batting out the smoldering edges with my bare hands.

      The box survives. Scorched and blackened in places, the roses faded to ghosts of their former crimson, but intact. The lock still holds.

      I collapse back against my bed, chest heaving, burned hands throbbing. I welcome the pain. It’s clean and simple, nothing like the jagged wound where my heart used to be.

      Idiot. I nearly destroyed the only piece of my mother I have left.

      But I still can’t open it.

      The truth is, I’m afraid. Afraid of what I’ll find inside. Afraid that knowing the real reason my mother died will be worse than not knowing at all.

      “Your mother was not fragile. She was not weak. Whatever drove her to that ending... it was not simply madness.”

      Raisa’s words echo in my skull.

      I push myself to my feet and carry the box to my closet. Behind the tailored suits and designer shoes, there’s a shelf in the far corner where I used to hide things as a child—treasures too precious for anyone else to see. A bird’s feather. A coin from a birthday gift. A photograph of my mother laughing in the summer sun.

      I shove the box into the darkest corner and slam the closet door.

      Not today.

      Someday, I’ll be strong enough. Someday, the grief will fade. Then, I will face whatever truth my mother left behind.

      But not today.

      Today, I let the questions burn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            ISABELLA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eighteen months ago

      

      

      The economics textbook blurs before my eyes.

      I’ve been staring at the same page for twenty minutes, the words swimming together into meaningless shapes. Supply curves. Demand elasticity. Market equilibrium. None of it sticks. My brain feels like wet cotton, stuffed full of theories and formulas that will evaporate the moment I walk out of my final exam.

      I press my palms against my eyes and groan.

      Senior year was supposed to be the victory lap. The easy stretch before graduation, when I could coast on accumulated knowledge and cruise toward the finish line. Instead, I’m drowning in case studies and statistical analyses, wondering if skipping that grade in middle school was really the gift everyone claimed it would be.

      You’re so smart, Isabella. So advanced. Why waste time when you could be challenged?

      Challenged. That’s one word for it.

      I glance around my bedroom with pale pink walls that my mother chose when I was twelve. The white furniture is elegant but impersonal. And the bookshelf is stuffed with volumes I’ve actually read rather than displayed for show.

      Everything in this room screams good girl. Proper daughter. DiLorenzo princess.

      The late afternoon sun slants through the windows, casting long shadows across my desk. Beyond the glass, the Brookline estate sprawls in manicured perfection. Groundskeepers tend to the gardens with their majestic fountain, and my mother’s rose bushes still bloom despite her absence.

      Nine years since she died. Nine years since this house lost its warmth.

      A knock at my door pulls me from my thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      The door swings open to reveal my sister, Serena, looking annoyingly put-together in silk pants and a cashmere sweater. At twenty-four, she’s everything I’m supposed to aspire to—poised, beautiful, competent. She runs our father’s cybersecurity systems with an efficiency that makes grown men nervous. She navigates the treacherous waters of mafia politics like she was born for it.

      Which, I suppose, she was.

      “Special delivery.” She waves an envelope in the air, her amber eyes sparkling with barely contained excitement. “This came for you.”

      I catch the envelope she tosses onto my bed, noting the official MIT letterhead in the corner. My stomach drops.

      “Is this⁠—“

      “Open it.” Serena bounces onto the bed beside me, tucking her legs beneath her like we’re teenagers at a sleepover instead of heirs to a criminal empire. “I may have held it up to the light already. Couldn’t read anything, but it felt thick. Thick is good, right?”

      “Serena!” I chuckle, pretending to admonish her.

      “What? I’m invested in your future.”

      I slide my finger beneath the flap, heart hammering against my ribs. The study abroad application is so much more than a ticket to a prestigious program. If successful, it’ll be a chance to prove myself capable. If I survive six months away from my overprotective family, I can do anything. So, I submitted the form after too much wine-fueled scrolling through photos of the Eiffel Tower.

      Paris. The city of lights, of lovers, of people who don’t know my last name or what it means.

      The letter unfolds in my trembling hands.

      Dear Ms. DiLorenzo,

      We are pleased to inform you that your application to the MIT International Exchange Program has been accepted. You have been selected to spend the spring semester at HEC Paris...

      The words dissolve into blurred lines as I stare at the paper. Emotions war inside my chest. Elation at a dream about to come true. Dread at the idea of my dream coming true.

      Surreal.

      “Well?” Serena grabs my arm, shaking me. “What does it say? Isabella, you’re killing me here.”

      “I got in.” My voice sounds distant to my own ears, like someone is speaking through my mouth. “I’m going to Paris.”

      “I KNEW IT!” Serena’s shriek could shatter glass. She throws her arms around me, nearly sending us both tumbling off the bed, and squeezes so hard I can barely breathe. “I knew they’d accept you! You’re brilliant, Bella, absolutely brilliant⁠—“

      “It’s just a study abroad program,” I manage, though my grin is so wide my cheeks hurt.

      “Are you kidding?” She pulls back, gripping my shoulders and pinning me with an intense stare. “This is huge. This is everything. You’re going to Paris, sis. Paris. For an entire semester. Do you understand what this means?”

      I nod, slowly, still processing. “Freedom.”

      “Exactly. It is freedom.” Serena’s voice softens, a wistful look in her expression. “It means six months where you’re not Giovanni DiLorenzo’s daughter. You’re not Joe’s baby sister. You’re just... you. A student. A young woman with her whole life ahead of her.”

      I watch my sister’s face as she speaks, the way I’ve trained myself to watch everyone. There’s a bright spark in her eyes, but also shadows in their depths. I bet it’s the longing she tries to hide.

      Serena never got to live away from our family’s bloody legacy. She never got her chance at freedom.

      “This is your last taste of normal,” she continues, oblivious to my scrutiny. “Your last chance to be young and stupid and make mistakes that don’t have consequences beyond a bad hangover. Once you graduate, once you come back and take your place in the family...” She trails off, shrugging. “Well. You know how it goes.”

      I do know. That’s the problem.

      The DiLorenzo children don’t get gap years or soul-searching adventures. We get responsibilities. Expectations. A dark empire of money and power that stretches back generations, waiting to swallow us whole the moment we’re old enough to be useful.

      Joe stepped into his role at twenty-two. Serena at twenty-three. They manage Father’s businesses, attend his meetings, and navigate the complex web of alliances and enemies that keep our family alive. They carry guns and secrets and the weight of a world I’ve only glimpsed from behind protective walls.

      And me?

      I study economics and pretend I don’t notice the armed guards who follow me everywhere. I ace my exams and ignore the whispers about my father’s “import businesses.” I smile at family dinners and don’t ask questions about the men who disappear after crossing Giovanni DiLorenzo.

      I am twenty-one years old, and I know nothing about the darkness that pays for my designer clothes and Ivy League education.

      “Hey.” Serena taps my nose, pulling me back to the present. “Where’d you go?”

      “Nowhere.” I force a smile. “Just... processing.”

      “Process faster. We need to celebrate.” She bounces off the bed with an energy I envy. “Champagne. The good stuff from Father’s cellar. And then we’re calling Mama Rosa to make your favorite⁠—“

      Reality has finally sunk in, making the butterflies go into overdrive in my belly.

      “Serena, stop.” I catch her hand before she can reach the door. “Can we just sit for a minute? Please?”

      Something in my voice gives her pause. She studies me with those sharp eyes, the same eyes as mine, inherited from our mother, and slowly sinks back onto the mattress.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I look down at the acceptance letter still clutched in my hands. The paper is already creasing from my grip. “I’ve prayed for a chance like this for so long. I dreamed about it. Now that I’ve got it, I’m not sure I should go.”

      “What?” Serena’s eyebrows shoot toward her hairline. “Isabella, this is the opportunity of a lifetime⁠—“

      “I know it is.” I take a breath, trying to organize the tangled thoughts in my head. “But I’m scared shitless. I’ve never been anywhere alone. I’ve never done anything without Joe vetting it first or you making sure I’ll be fine. What if I get to Paris and I don’t know what to do? What to say?”

      The confession costs me more than I want to admit.

      Serena’s expression softens. She reaches over and takes my hand, threading her fingers through mine the way she used to when we were children, and I’d climb into her bed after nightmares.

      “Bella, listen to me. You are the smartest person I know. And I’m not just saying that because you’re my sister. I work with Harvard MBAs and Wharton graduates who couldn’t hold a candle to you. You’re twenty-one and about to graduate from MIT. If anyone can figure out Paris, it’s you.”

      “That’s different. That’s academics.” I pull my hand away, suddenly restless. “I can do tests, papers, and presentations. I can analyze markets and build financial models. But living? Being normal? Having fun?” I laugh, and the bitter sound grates on my ears. “I’m not sure I’ve got a wild side to explore before I start adulting, as you always put it.”

      Serena is quiet for a moment. When she speaks again, her voice is gentle but firm. “You’re only twenty-one, sis. You’ve got your whole life to be responsible and boring and trapped.” She winces at her own words. “Sorry. That came out wrong. What I mean is that Paris is a gift. A chance to figure out who Isabella DiLorenzo is when she’s not being protected within an inch of her life. Spread your wings. Try new things. Make out with a French boy and eat too many croissants and stay out until sunrise just because you can.”

      “Serena—“

      “I’m serious.” She grips my shoulders again, forcing me to meet her eyes. “Enjoy life, Bella. Chase your dreams. Be free for a change. God knows one of us should be.”

      The wistfulness is back in her voice. That cloud I noticed earlier returns, darkening her sunny expression.

      I study my sister and her careful makeup, the elegant clothes, the poise she wears like armor. And I understand something fundamental. Something I’ve been too self-absorbed to recognize before.

      My sister is lonely.

      She’s twenty-four years old, beautiful and brilliant and powerful, and she’s desperately, achingly alone. She has responsibilities but no freedom. Allies but no friends. A family that needs her and a future that’s already been decided for her.

      She’s everything I’m supposed to become. And right now, watching her encourage my escape with such genuine happiness, it becomes crystal clear she’s sacrificing her own dreams so I can have mine.

      “Good advice,” I say softly. “When are you going to follow it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When are you going to chase your dreams? Go after what you want?”

      Serena blinks, caught off guard. A flush creeps up her neck, turning her olive skin rosy. “I don’t know what you’re babbling about.”

      I lean forward, enjoying the way her blush deepens. “One Shelby Boyle, that’s what I’m talking about.”

      The name lands like a grenade.

      Serena’s composure cracks. It’s just for a second, but long enough for me to get a glimpse of the raw longing beneath her careful mask. Then, she pulls herself together with visible effort.

      “We’re good friends,” she says, too casually. “I’m not into him like that.”

      “Really? Because every time his name comes up, you turn the color of Father’s wine collection.”

      “I do not.”

      “You absolutely do.”

      Serena stands abruptly, crossing to my window and staring out at the gardens below. Her reflection in the glass looks haunted.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says quietly. “Even if I had feelings for him, which I don’t, Shelby’s family is going through some very heavy shit right now. The last thing he needs is complications.”

      I file that information away for later examination. “What kind of heavy shit?”

      “Business stuff. Family drama.” She waves a dismissive hand. “Don’t worry about it. Focus on your finals and Paris.”

      And there it is.

      The wall I’ve been slamming into my entire life. The barrier my siblings erect every time I get too close to something real. Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with. Just be a good girl and let the grown-ups handle the darkness.

      “See?” The frustration I’ve been swallowing bubbles up before I can stop it. “You guys always do that. Whenever I ask about anything actually important, you and Joe dismiss me like I’m still twelve years old. Like I can’t handle stuff. Like I’m too fragile to understand.”

      “Isabella.” Serena turns from the window, and her expression is pained. “It’s not about fragility. It’s about preservation. You’re the good one, don’t you see? You’re the part of this family that’s still clean. Still innocent. Joe and I have already been stained by Father’s world. We’ve seen things. Done things.” She swallows hard. “We’re just looking after you, honey. Believe me, you don’t want to dwell in the darkness of this side of our family’s history.”

      “Maybe I should be the one to decide that.”

      “Maybe.” She crosses back to the bed, pressing her lips to my forehead. “But not today. Today, you celebrate your acceptance letter, study for your exams, and dream about Paris. The darkness will still be waiting when you get back, Bella. It always is.”

      There’s something final in her voice. A resignation that makes my chest ache.

      “You’ll get enough of that when the time comes,” she adds softly. “And it will come.”

      She releases me and heads for the door.

      “I’ll send Mama Rosa up with something to eat.” She pauses at the threshold, glancing back with a smile that warms her eyes. “I’m proud of you, little sister. Mom would be too.”

      Then she’s gone, leaving me alone with my textbooks and my acceptance letter and the weight of everything that awaits me.

      I resume studying, but the economics formulas have lost whatever grip they had on my attention. As I try to focus, the afternoon fades into evening. My mind keeps circling back to Serena’s words, to the shadows in her eyes, to all the things my family refuses to tell me.

      The darkness will still be waiting when you get back.

      What are they so desperate to protect me from?

      I push back from my desk and wander to my bookshelf, running my fingers along the spines of novels I’ve loved since childhood. Jane Austen. The Brontë sisters. Books about headstrong heroines who refuse to accept the roles society assigns them. Who fight for freedom and love and the right to determine their own futures.

      I always identified with those women. Now I wonder if I’ve been fooling myself.

      A photograph tucked between two books catches my eye. I pull it free, feeling the familiar ache in my chest. The picture shows two little girls in matching sundresses, arms wrapped around each other, grinning at the camera with gap-toothed smiles. One is me, with golden hair in pigtails. The other is Lucia Rossi.

      Lucia.

      I haven’t thought about her in years.

      We were inseparable. She was one of the few playmates Father approved of, since her family was connected to ours through business dealings I didn’t understand then. She was quiet, where I was curious; shy, where I was bold. We spent summers chasing fireflies in this very garden, making up stories about princesses who escaped their towers and found adventure.

      Then, she simply disappeared.

      One day, she was at my birthday party, laughing at the clown Father hired. Next, her family was gone—moved away, my father said. Business opportunities in another city. It happened so suddenly that I never got to say goodbye.

      I asked about her for months. Eventually, the adults made it clear that Lucia Rossi was not a topic for discussion, and I learned to stop asking.

      But I never stopped wondering.

      I trace my finger over Lucia’s face in the photograph. She looks happy in this image, frozen forever in childhood innocence. But even then, there was something sad in her eyes. Something I was too young to recognize.

      What happened to you? I ask her silently. Where did you go? Why didn’t you say goodbye?

      The photograph offers no answers.

      I tuck the picture back between the books and turn to face my window. The gardens are dark now, the roses my mother planted swaying in the evening breeze. Somewhere in this house, my father is conducting business I’m not allowed to know about. Somewhere in this city, Shelby Boyle is dealing with heavy shit that my sister won’t explain.

      And out there, Paris awaits. Six months of freedom. Six months to discover who I really am, away from the velvet cage of my family’s protection.

      Serena is right. I need to spread my wings. Try new things. Stop being the good girl who swallows her questions and smiles through the silence.

      But first, I have finals to pass and a plane to catch.

      Paris, here I come.
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        Eighteen months ago

      

      

      The monitors cast a pale blue glow across the operations room, painting my men’s faces in ghostly light. We’ve been running on adrenaline and caffeine for eighteen hours straight, but nobody’s leaving until we’re certain the mission is clean.

      “Perimeter secure. No tails,” Shelby Boyle reports through the comms, his gruff voice crackling with static.

      His brother Dave adds, relief ringing loud through his words, “Package delivered safely to location. Thank you, Petrov.”

      “Anytime.” I lean back in my chair, exhaling slowly. I patch through to my men who are on the ground, backing up the Boyles. “Maintain surveillance for another two hours, then pull back. Standard rotation.”

      The tension in the room doesn’t ease—not yet. We learned long ago that celebrating too early gets people killed. In our world, the moment you relax is the moment a bullet tears through you.

      I was the ghost in the machine tonight. While Dave Boyle and his men stormed Igor Vasilyevich’s compound, I guided them through the labyrinth. Like a puppeteer pulling strings, I fed them camera angles, blind spots, and door codes. Every single one of them. My fingers danced across keyboards while their fingers pulled triggers.

      Two different kinds of violence. Both equally necessary.

      Sergei rolls his chair toward me, keeping his voice low. “The woman and children are safe. Bratva extraction team confirmed arrival at the secondary location.”

      “Injuries?”

      “Minor. Ray took a round to the shoulder, but he’ll live. The kids—“ Sergei pauses, something dark flickering in his eyes. “They’re traumatized, but physically unharmed.”

      The term “physically unharmed” is so misleading. Yet in this scenario, it’s a victory.

      Igor Vasilyevich was the worst kind of monster. I intercepted communications that made it horrifyingly clear. Children, sold to powerful men with deep pockets and heinous appetites. A marketplace of innocence, traded like cattle.

      My stomach churns with familiar rage.

      “Any leads on Dracul?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

      Sergei shakes his head. “Igor was just a cog in the machine. Whoever’s running the network—this Dracul—they’re too well insulated. Every trail goes cold.”

      Of course it does. Whoever built this trafficking empire did so with meticulous precision. Layers upon layers of protection, each one designed to shield the monster at the top. We’ve been chasing shadows for months, and every time we get close, the darkness swallows our leads whole.

      But I won’t stop. I can’t stop.

      This isn’t just about justice anymore—though God knows these children deserve that. It’s about proving that men like me can be more than the weapons we were forged to be. That the violence running through my veins can serve something greater than power and profit.

      “Dismissed,” I tell my team, rising from my chair. “We reconvene at oh-eight-hundred to analyze the data we pulled from Igor’s servers.”

      The men file out in practiced silence, their footsteps echoing through the basement operations room I had built beneath my Boston mansion. State-of-the-art surveillance equipment, encrypted communications, and enough processing power to rival a small intelligence agency. It’s all hidden behind a wine cellar.

      The Bratva heir’s taste for fine Bordeaux makes for a useful mask.

      When the last of my men disappears up the stairs, I allow myself a moment of stillness. The screens continue their endless scroll of data—camera feeds, intercepted communications, the digital detritus of criminal enterprise. Somewhere in all that noise is the key to finding Dracul. Somewhere is the answer that will let me tear this network apart at the roots.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight, I need vodka and silence and the familiar ache of old wounds.
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      The study on the third floor is my sanctuary.

      Dark wood paneling. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined with first editions I’ve actually read. A fireplace that crackles with real flames, not the gas-powered imitations favored by the nouveau riche. The room smells of leather and old paper and the particular loneliness that comes from too many nights spent in one’s own company.

      I pour three fingers of Beluga Noble into a crystal tumbler and settle into the wingback chair facing the fire. The vodka burns a familiar path down my throat, chasing away the cold, warmth spreading through my chest. Not enough to dull the edges. Just enough to take the sharpest points off my thoughts.

      The flames dance and twist, and I see her face in them.

      Mama.

      Twelve years, and I still can’t look at fire without remembering. The way I nearly destroyed her journals. The way the flames licked at the carved roses before I snatched the box back from oblivion. I carry that moment with me like a scar because it’s evidence of my weakness, of my desperate need to hold onto something of her.

      I take another drink.

      The mission tonight was a success by any objective measure. Alexia and Rose are safe. Ray’s son is safe. Igor is dead. The Syndicate owes us a debt of gratitude, which translates to political capital I can leverage later. My father will be pleased to hear that our alliance with the Boyle brothers is growing stronger.

      But the children in those auction files, the ones we didn’t save, become ghosts that join the others that haunt me. Another tally in the ledger of souls I couldn’t protect.

      How many more are out there right now? How many are suffering while I sit here drinking expensive vodka in my fancy chair?

      The thought makes me want to throw my glass at the wall. Instead, I drain it and pour another.

      A soft knock interrupts my spiral.

      “Come.”

      The door opens to reveal Raisa, shuffling in with a tray balanced in her weathered hands. At seventy-three, she moves slower than she used to, but her eyes are as sharp as ever. They see through every mask I’ve ever worn.

      “I thought you might be hungry,” she says, setting the tray on the side table. Tea, black bread, and some kind of soup that smells like childhood. “You haven’t eaten since yesterday.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “That wasn’t a question,” she states in a pointed tone I don’t allow others to use with me. She settles into the chair across from me, the one she’s claimed as her own over the years. The firelight catches the silver in her hair, the deep lines carved into her face. “Eat. Then we’ll talk.”

      I almost smile. Almost.

      Raisa Orlova has been with my family since before I was born. She was my mother’s personal maid, then my nanny. After Mama died, she became my housekeeper, my keeper of secrets, the closest thing to a conscience I have left. She’s the only person in the world who calls me Kolya without my permission. The only person who knew my mother as more than the Pakhan’s tragic wife.

      I pick up the bread and tear off a piece, more to appease her than from any real appetite. “The mission was successful.”

      “I heard.” She doesn’t elaborate on how. Raisa has her own network of informants, loyalties that predate my father’s rise to power. “The woman and children are safe.”

      I nod.

      “And the man responsible?”

      “Dead.”

      She stares at me, processing this with the calm acceptance of someone who has witnessed more death than most soldiers. “Good. Some men deserve killing.”

      We sit in silence for a moment, the fire crackling between us. I force myself to eat a few spoonfuls of soup. It’s rich and savory, exactly the way she used to make it when I was small and feverish and needing comfort.

      “You’re thinking about her,” Raisa says finally.

      I don’t insult her intelligence by pretending not to understand. “I’m always thinking about her.”

      “The anniversary is approaching.”

      “I know.”

      Twelve years next month since I found her hanging from that chandelier. Twelve years of questions without answers, grief without closure, a wound that refuses to scar over no matter how much time passes.

      “Kolya.” Raisa’s voice softens, the way it only does when we’re alone. “There was nothing you could have done.”

      “I know.” The words taste like lies. I don't believe them now any more than I did at twenty, screaming in my father’s arms while my mother’s body turned slowly in the draft. “That doesn’t make it easier.”

      “No. It doesn’t.”

      She reaches across the space between us and takes my hand, which is something she rarely does, knowing I don’t welcome touch. But tonight I let her. Because with the ghosts of murdered children and my mother’s memory pressing against my skull, I need the reminder that I’m still human.

      “Have you read them?” she asks, her grip tightening slightly. “Her journals?”

      My jaw clenches. “No.”

      “Kolya—“

      “I can’t, Raya.” I pull my hand back, the familiar walls rising. “Not yet.”

      She studies me for a long moment, an unreadable emotion moving behind her eyes. There’s more she wants to say. I can read it on her face. It’s pressing against the silence between us. But Raisa has learned when to push and when to retreat. Tonight, she chooses retreat. She’s wise.

      “Then I’ll leave you to your brooding.” She rises, joints creaking. “But eat the rest of that soup. And try to sleep. Even wolves need rest.”

      “Wolves don’t dream.”

      “No,” she agrees, pausing at the door. “But men do. And you, Kolya, whether you like it or not, are still a man.”

      She closes the door behind her with a soft click, leaving me alone with the fire and the vodka and the weight of everything I cannot say.
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      I wait until her footsteps fade down the hallway before I move.

      The bookshelf on the eastern wall looks like all the others with leather spines arranged by subject and then by author, a collector’s library that took years to curate. But behind the section on Russian poetry, hidden in the wall itself, is a compartment I’ve never shown another living soul.

      I press the carved rosette in the molding. A soft click, and the panel swings open.

      The box sits where I left it, shrouded in darkness. I hesitate for a moment, the way I always do, before reaching into the shadows to retrieve it.

      The wood is warm in my hands, despite the cold. I carry it back to my chair by the fire and set it on my lap, running my fingers over surfaces I’ve memorized by touch. The carved roses are faded now. Their color has dulled to rust and shadow, scorched in places from that terrible night when I nearly burned her last words to ash.

      I was an idiot and a coward, then.

      All these years later, nothing has changed.

      The brass lock catches firelight as I turn the box over, examining it from every angle I know by heart. Such a simple thing. Such a small container for everything my mother was and everything she wanted me to know. Her journals. Her letters. Her secrets.

      The answers to every question that has plagued me since I found her body.

      Why, Mama? Why did you leave me?

      I trace a finger along the seam where the lid meets the base. The lock is nothing. I could pick it in seconds, force it open in even less. The barrier isn’t physical. It never has been.

      My hands are shaking.

      “Your mother was not the woman your father described at the funeral,” Raisa told me, the day she gave me this box. “She was not fragile. She was not weak. Whatever drove her to that ending... it was not simply madness.”

      I’ve carried those words for over a decade, turning them over like stones, trying to find the meaning hidden beneath. If not madness, then what? What could possibly have driven my mother, so beautiful, so kind, and the only source of warmth in a house full of wolves, to wrap a rope around her neck and step off the edge?

      Did she not love me enough to stay?

      The thought is a knife twisting in my chest. I’ve asked it a thousand times. Never found an answer that didn’t cut.

      I position my fingers on the lock. Tonight, after everything that happened, the rescued children, the dead monsters, the ghosts I couldn’t save, maybe I’m finally ready.

      I apply pressure.

      The lock resists for a fraction of a second before something gives. Not the metal, but something inside me. A fracture in the wall I’ve built around this grief, letting in a flood of memories I’ve spent years trying to dam.

      Her body, turning. The silk of her robe catching light. The angle of her head, wrong, so wrong. Blood under my fingernails from clawing at the carpet.

      I can’t breathe.

      The box falls from my lap, landing on the carpet with a dull thud. I’m on my feet without deciding to stand, pacing to the window, pressing my forehead against cold glass while my heart hammers against my ribs.

      Not tonight. Not yet.

      Boston, in all its glittering indifference, sprawls in the distance. Millions of people go about their lives, unaware of the monsters hiding in their midst. Unaware of the men like me who hunt those monsters through dark alleys as well as digital trails.

      Unaware of the broken son who still can’t face his mother’s final words.

      I retrace my steps and collect the box from the floor. My hands have steadied, the moment of weakness passing like a summer storm. I examine the lock. It’s still intact, unopened. The slight give I felt wasn’t the mechanism yielding. It was my resolve, crumbling.

      Coward, I think again. Still a scaredy-cat after all these years.

      But even as I curse myself, I’m already moving to the bookshelf, pressing the hidden panel. I return the box to its dark niche where it can wait a little longer. It can keep its secrets, preserve my carefully constructed delusion that not knowing is somehow better than a crippling truth.

      “Maybe when this wound has healed,” I whisper into the darkness, my voice cracking on words I’ve said so many times they’ve lost all meaning. “Until then, rest in peace, Mama.”

      I close the panel. The rosette clicks back into place, hiding the seam. Just another section of the bookshelf. Just another illusion in a life built from smoke and mirrors.

      I pour another vodka.

      The fire burns lower, casting longer shadows across the room. Outside, Boston sleeps. And I sit here, the Bratva heir, the hunter of monsters, the man whose mother
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