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Chapter One
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EMELIA

I'm cursed. 

Not the storybook kind, with spells and spinning wheels, but I’ve always felt a sense of dread lingering around me, just waiting for the moment I let my guard down. 

I’ve imagined countless scenarios of what that moment would look like. None of them pretty. Most of them bloody and visceral. Imagine walking down the street, headphones on enjoying the day and then splat, an unsecured air vent falls on my head. 

I have my parents to thank for my wild imagination. A trait I have somehow managed to use to my advantage by becoming a top 100 romance author. A role that has taken me to many corners of the world. And now that same imagination has landed me here, in front of the grandest building in the city, 

The Mercer, for an evening of glitz and glam hosted by my publisher, Orion. Because nothing bad ever happens at black-tie events, right?

“Promise me you won’t leave my side,” I beg as I squeeze James’s thigh while he expertly quaffs his perfect sandy-brown hair in the car’s mirror. His hunter green eyes sparkle even under subtle amber lighting.

Jittering nerves frayed and raw, blind me to the fact that my nails are biting straight into muscle.

“I promise,” he chuckles as he removes my hand. “That is one tight grip, Em. I feel sorry for the poor bastard who gets his balls stuck in that vise.”  

My eyes roll in playful amusement. “I mean it James, you’re here to support me. Not chase some hot, rich executive looking to explore their sexuality.”

He clears his throat, the sound low and flirtatious. “I’m just living my best life, babe.” A smirk pulls at his lips as he winks at me, “I can’t help being desirable.” 

James Fields has always been a man who knew who he is. Intelligent, resourceful, confident and undeniably gorgeous. I haven’t met a person that he hasn’t successfully charmed. My freshman semester at college might have been my last if it weren’t for him. He not only made first-year composition enjoyable, but he, very easily, tore down my cinderblock walls and solidified his place as my best friend. My partner in crime, the Clyde to my Bonnie, and our friendship only grew stronger over late-night essaying and 03:00 caffeine runs.

We’re kindred spirits, interconnected souls, destined to pen our passion and our trauma. While I chose the fictional world, James felt that his talents were more suited for a serious role. Trust me, the irony was not lost on him. 

He became a journalist for one of the leading news sites in the world, The Chronicle. He worked his way from junior contributor to investigative journalist in only four years. Unfortunately, drawing the ire of many senior colleagues. 

James sits in rooms that most would never know existed. He’s covered many high-profile cases with prominent businesspeople, and politicians. But he revels in the danger. He thrills in the chase. James is doing what he loves, and no threat, no demand could ever make him change who he is. 

The passenger mirror clicks open as the urge to check my hair and makeup becomes overwhelming. I’m pleased to see that Alicia has done an amazing job transforming me into a goddess. My dark brown hair bounces in soft waves down my back, a feat I could never accomplish with my own tools and countless tutorials. 

My makeup is subtle but striking. A sharp winged liner drawn with artistic precision sits on top of my eyelids, behind thickened eyelashes, a contrast to the beautiful flecks of gold shimmer behind it. My eyebrows look like sisters, not the distant cousins they were just hours ago. This might be the best I’ve ever looked. God, that’s a sad thought.

“Earth to Emmy,” James snaps his fingers with a grin as he stares at me. “It’s time to go inside.”

I take a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves.

One.

Inhale.

Two.

Hold it.

Three.

Exhale.

The valet opens the car door with a polite smile, offering me his hand as I gently lift from the seat. My dress hugs every curve of my body. A one-shoulder, soft satin, rouged dress in the most exquisite shade of phthalo green. James’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when I pulled my face trying it on, still undecided before eventually succumbing to peer pressure and purchasing it. Thank God I listened to him. 

The warm evening air wraps around us, accompanied by a subtle, cooling breeze. The sound of clicking cameras and chattering photographers fill the atmosphere. Drowning out the noise of the bustling city around us.

It’s a grand entrance to the annual Orion Writers Ball. An extravagant event hosted by publishing giant, Orion, to celebrate its writers. Non-fiction, memoirists, biographers, short story writers and novelists all celebrated for their contributions to the literacy world.

It’s a night of celebration. A night I should be looking forward to, but instead my stomach turns with unshakable nerves. 

After a very successful, and totally unexpected year, my young adult series ‘Undying Love’ has become a best seller, with over two million copies purchased world-wide.

At twenty-eight years old, I understand how much of a blessing it is to have my passion not only recognised but praised and rewarded when there are writers twice my age waiting for their chance to break-through. I still don’t feel like I deserve it. 

I doubt I ever will. 

James grabs my wrist and guides me onto the red carpet with a bright smile as he speaks through his teeth. “Get it together, we’re here to have fun.”

My body finally begins to relax at his touch. He’s right. All my life, anxiety has followed me like an invisible, demonic shadow. A therapist would probably tell me that it was due to losing my parents at a young age and being shipped off to a different city to live with my workaholic aunt who let the TV and gadgets babysit me. 

Writing was the only outlet I needed. Immersing myself in a world created by my own imagination helped me forget about the gaping hole in my chest. But I won’t let it get the best of me tonight. Nerves begone. This will be a night for celebration; I’ve worked my ass off to be here. This is where I belong.

“Emelia Morelli, look this way,” a photographer shouts as their arm waves in the air.

James and I pause on the crushed velvet red carpet as lights flash, and lenses point our way. 

“I’m totally uploading these pics to my dating profile. This 

lighting is amazing.”

“Lucky for you, they’re getting your good side,” I laugh and shoot him a teasing grin. 

A young woman dressed in all-black, with a tablet and an earpiece then approaches us. She gestures for us to follow through the entrance doors towards the event hall. 

Posters and life-size cardboard cut-outs line the foyer through the hallway towards the banqueting hall. Character artwork from different authors under Orion’s management.

“Oh my God,” I gasp as my eyes land on it. My own characters, Lily and Ryan, a cutout taken directly from the book cover placed in a premium position, centre of the room. I don’t have a moment to take it all in before James is handing me his phone. “Take a pic,” he smirks, already posing. 

I chuckle as I angle the camera and take the image. Checking to make sure he looks perfect knowing he would ask me to retake it if he doesn’t.

“Now you,” he insists, his hands already on my waist positioning me in place before stepping back and taking a picture.

“Gorgeous!” He beams.

“Emelia, ah you look stunning babe,” Sam exclaims as she walks our way. I’m immediately enchanted by her pleasantly sweet, spicy perfume as she wraps her arms around me and kisses my cheek. It’s an elegant scent and something so uniquely her.

Samantha Elliot, literary agent to lucky authors who secured her before she rose to the top of her field. I just so happened to be one of them and it didn’t hurt that she was also my college roommate and one of my best friends. 

Sam looks striking in a halter neck, floor-length black dress. The fabric delicately synchs at her waist, showing off her voluptuous curves. Her strawberry blonde hair flows in loose waves against her creamy alabaster skin. She rolls her big blue eyes playfully as James walks towards her with wide, open arms before squeezing her into a tight hug.

“Don’t you look handsome,” she smirks. “You know Mr. Jones doesn’t attend these events anymore. Not after...,” she scrunches her nose. “...you know.”

“I heard,” James grins wickedly. “Quite the scandal, sleeping with his wife’s gay assistant. I didn’t know he was so...easily corruptible.”

I shake my head with a chuckle. “You’re impossible.”

“Impossibly irresistible,” Sam adds with a cheeky smile. 

James grins as he offers us each an arm. “Shall we, ladies?”

As we enter the grand banquet hall, my eyes widen as I finally take it all in. 

All the glamour.

All the decadence. 

For nearly four years I have been publishing my work under Orion, but this is the first year that I have not only received an invite but also a nomination for the most prestigious award of the night, ‘Author of the year.’ Securing that award would not only open doors for me as a writer, but it will solidify my place in the romance literacy world. My name would be featured amongst giants of the industry, literacy architects who revolutionised the romance genre. 

Sam walks ahead and spots our names on a table. “We’re here,” she smiles as she waves us over.

The banquet hall is elegantly decorated in shades of white and cobalt blue. Crisp white linen tablecloths cover the nearly three dozen round tables, all aligned perfectly, each with a beautifully delicate assortment of blue lilies in a crystal vase sitting in the centre. The wait staff pull out our chairs as we finally make our way to our table.

“Gretchen really went all out this year,” Sam marvels as she picks up the silver cutlery, checking her teeth in its reflection.

“Well Orion did just declare a 43% increase in revenue,” James smirks. “They should be treating their writers very well.”

I catch a glimpse of Gretchen Jones in my periphery as she moves elegantly across the room. My head turns automatically to watch her. I’ve only seen pictures of her in news articles and magazines; she’s even more beautiful in person. 

Gretchen is in her early to mid-fifties. Petite with shoulder length dark hair and soft blue eyes. She purchased Orion when it was operating under a different name, she saw the potential, and she didn’t hesitate to offer the owners a buyout. She then spent the last thirty years turning Orion into a global publishing giant. 

Writers dream of having Orion’s crest printed on their books. It's a badge of honour in our world. I nearly stop breathing when I realise that Gretchen has caught my gaze. Oh my God, how long have I been staring at her? She smiles and nods politely before returning to the guests around her. Each one more desperate for her attention.

“We should do Hawaii again for my birthday this year, get the gang back together,” James smiles as he takes a glass of champagne from the waiter. 

I cringe internally. “Okay but don’t let me drink as much as I did last time.”

“Are you kidding, you’re so much fun when you’re drunk!” Sam teases.

“I mean it,” I laugh as I lift my hands emphatically. “Three is my limit then I’m done.”

In an instant, my face drops as all the joy disappears from the room when he walks in. The one person I prayed I wouldn’t see tonight. Salt smears deep in the wound as I realise that he isn’t alone.

“Oh my God, what a fucking asshole,” Sam sneers as Thomas waltzes into the banqueting hall. Dressed in an all-black suit, his dark blonde hair styled neatly, golden silky strands glint in the light as he makes his way through the room with a charming smile. He looks every bit the gentleman he pretends to be. 

Tom and I dated for nearly two years, we met at a writing conference and instantly hit off. Little did I know, he was hitting it off with multiple women behind my back. His date wears a low-cut gold dress with slits so long she’ll be flashing the room with one wrong move. 

Tom catches my gaze, and Sam’s glare. He winks and pulls his date closer, whispering something in her ear that makes her giggle. Arrogant jerk.

“I’ll kick his ass if you want me to Em, just say the word,” James offers, already annoyed at the scene unfolding before us.

I return my attention to the table and neaten my dress. Tom doesn’t deserve any emotion from me. I won’t give him the satisfaction.

“No,” I smile. “He’s a dick, it’s not worth it.” 

Sam leans forward, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I could have laxatives put in their drinks before the night is over.”

I laugh at the ridiculous thought. “No, really. I’m okay.” I place my hands on theirs and squeeze affectionately. Grateful that I never have to suffer through anything alone with my best friends by my side.

Drinks and conversation flow easily as the night progresses, successfully keeping my nerves at bay. That changes the minute the crowd begins to still as Gretchen walks onto the stage and concludes the award ceremony portion of the evening. 

James turns to me with a wink as they announce the final category of the night, ‘Author or the year’.

Gretchen stands behind the clear podium as she speaks into the microphone. Her voice strong, confident and commanding.

“This award recognises an author who has not only showcased their incredible talent through their work but also brought innovation to Orion’s own social and digital marketing strategies. Previous winners include Ted Lancaster, Ruby Diamond and Jenna Humphreys.” She pauses as the crowd applauds. “I would like to congratulate each of the nominees in this category. You have all owned your space as authors and that, in itself, is commendable.” She takes another pause. “Tonight, the award for author of the year goes to...”

My pulse is racing. My heart thumps loudly in my ears, drowning out the sound around me as Gretchen opens the crisp white envelope in her hands. 

Time slows. Sam leans forward and holds my hand as James take the other. Damn it, breathe Emelia!

One.

Inhale.

Two.

Hold it.

Three.

Exhale. 

“...Emelia Morelli,” Gretchen smiles as the crowd applauds, and sound begins to return to me.

“Holy shit, you did it, Em!” James exclaims as he hugs me tightly.

What the...? Did she just say my name?

“I knew you would win!” Sam laughs as she pulls me into a hug. 

I lift from my seat before my mind can catch up, I begin making the terrifying walk towards the stage as the bright overhead lights focus on me. 

My life suddenly flashes before my eyes with each step. All the years I had spent left home alone, finally finding my voice in my stories. Being shipped off to boarding school when Aunt Nina decided she wanted to travel the world with her latest boyfriend. The relentless bullying, orphan jokes, taunts and pranks meant to break me. My first kiss with a boy at sixteen in a dark movie theatre while Gravity played on the big screen. Meeting James and Sam and all of our unforgettable adventures together. Then, my parents. My first loves and my first heartbreak. Flashbacks to them telling the most imaginative stories before tucking me in at night. Their hugs, their kisses, the absolute safety I felt in their embrace. So much love and laughter filled our home.

Then with another step remembering how cruel life can be when you’re only eight years old and the sole survivor of a car crash that would leave you all alone in the world for the rest of your life.

I catch the tears forming in the corner of my eyes. 

Don’t think about that now Em. Tonight is a night of celebration. I exhale sharply and force a smile as I finally reach the stage. 

Gretchen gracefully hands me the award as the crowd cheers loudly. “Congratulations Emelia,” she smiles before offering me a hug.

“Thank you, I manage,” my voice coarser than I intend it to be.

Gretchen steps back and gestures for me to move towards the microphone. 

Shit, I hadn’t prepared anything. I didn’t think I would win! 

I take a deep breath and nod as I try to at least sound prepared. “This award means the world to me.” I pause, trying to steady my voice. “Some of you may not know this, but my parents were authors, published under Orion,” I say as I turn to Gretchen with a smile. “My mother was Alyssa Morelli, a renowned children’s author and my father, Jonathan Morelli wrote some of the most thrilling spy novels of his and our generation.” I pause again, swallowing hard as I feel my throat dry. “I am truly grateful and overjoyed to see their work still being circulated today. I’ve always dreamed of following in their footsteps and carving out a world of my own, a world that brought joy and love and escapism to readers.” 

A tear falls down my cheek before I can stop it. I turn to Gretchen. “Thank you, for trusting me with this title, I promise that I will do my best to not let you down.”

The crowd applauds as Gretchen moves towards me and hugs me again. “You deserve it, Emelia,” she whispers.

James and I sit at the bar as we wait for our drinks. He’s been eyeing a waiter all night, thinking I hadn’t notice. He isn’t nearly as slick as he thinks he is.

“Just go talk to him,” I chuckle, rolling my eyes.

A coy smile grows on his face. “Who?”

“The waiter you’ve been eye-fucking all night,” I tease. “Go, I’ll be fine.”

“Are you sure?” He feigns protest.

“Yes, I’ll be okay,” I smile.

James kisses my cheek before dashing off. “You’re the best.”

“Here you go ma’am,” the barman smiles, handing me a martini.

“Em, there you are!” Sam exclaims as she nears me. I freeze as my eyes lift; Gretchen is walking beside her. Both heading straight towards me.

“Emelia, I would like to officially introduce you to Gretchen Jones,” Sam smiles as she winks at me.

“It’s an honour Mrs. Jones and thank you again for the award, it means everything to me.” I smile, forcing down the flutter in my stomach.

“I meant every word Emelia. The way you connect with your fans on social media has evolved the way we advertise at Orion. We’ve allocated more resources to our digital advertising and that move has already paid off.” She smiles.

I turn to Sam. “Samantha manages all of my accounts; she’s a marketing genius.”

“Emmy is so modest,” she laughs. “She’s amazing and people love her.”

“I can see that, which is why I would like to propose an offer to you Emelia, if you’re open,” Gretchen grins.

Sam shoots me a look to tell me to go with it. Like I would ever turn down anything that Gretchen Jones has to offer me.

“Our research shows that the romance genre has become incredibly popular amongst readers in our target audience, with an especially high peak in spicy and darker romance.” She pauses. “Something about a flawed, brooding man falling for a delicately good woman just knocks their socks off, and I’m sure some other garments we won’t mention,” she chuckles. 

Hearing Gretchen laugh instantly quiets my nerves and eases the tension in my chest.

“We’ve decided to launch a new division, Orion After Dark to provide more specialised care for our romance authors, like yourself.” She smiles.

A small breath escapes my throat. “That sounds, incredible.”

“I’m glad you think so Emelia, which brings me to my proposition. To coincide the launch, we would like to feature a new book from a select few of our beloved romance authors. We would like to offer this opportunity to you and for your book to focus on a darker romance love story.” She pauses, letting the idea sink in.

My mouth goes dry again. I write soft, light romance novels. Would my audience even want this?

“I uhm...” I begin.

“We’re not asking you to completely depart from your current work, we just feel that you’re already a very likable public figure, you could reach an older, more mature audience with the right marketing,” Gretchen grins. “If you’re open to it.”

“She’ll do it,” Sam cuts in, already sensing my apprehension.

“I’d like to hear it from Emelia,” she focuses her gaze on me.

I take a deep breath and nod. “It’s certainly an intriguing offer,” I manage. “If you have confidence in me Gretchen then, I won’t let you down.”

“Brilliant,” she smiles. “I’d like to see an outline and ten chapters in eight weeks, could you manage that?”

“Uhm...”

“Yes, she can! That’s no problem.” Sam cuts in again.

Gretchen smiles as she nods before walking away. I wait until she’s out of earshot.

“Sam what the hell? Eight weeks? I have other projects that I’m working on. And what do I know about BDSM?” I raise my hands in frustration.

“Oh God Em, dark romance isn’t just whips and chains, it’s way more nuanced than that. There’s so much fun morally grey area for you to play with.” She chuckles. “All you need is a dark, dangerous male lead with past trauma and a beautiful woman who he becomes obsessed with. Easy. Damn, I should be a writer.” 

I shove her arm playfully. “I think I need to go home and lay down. This has all been a lot to digest in one night.” I admit as I look around the room for James when speak of the devil, he comes waltzing towards us with a wicked grin.

“Let me guess, you got his number?” I raise my brow with a teasing smile.

“Even better, we’re meeting at a club later,” he winks.

“Does that mean I can’t get a ride with you?” I ask, already pouting.

James laughs, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. “Of course you can, besides I need to charge my phone at your apartment before I meet with Domino later.”

“Domino?” Sam repeats, scrunching her brows.

“Yeah, I didn’t give him my real name either Judge Judy,” he retorts.

Sam rolls her eyes. “Oh my God, well you kids be safe, I still have some schmoozing to do,” she winks before hugging James and I then returning to the party. Her hips sashaying with seductive ease as she walks away, drawing the lingering eyes of several men at tables nearby.



“My feet are killing me,” I complain as I finally reach the front door of my apartment. I toss my heels aside and sink into the cool wooden floor with a satisfied sigh.

“I don’t know how you girls walk on those things,” James scoffs playfully as he plops himself on my cool grey couch and plugs his phone into the charger.

My stomach announces itself with a low but unmissable growl. As amazing as those extravagant events are, they never serve real food. It’s all canapés and booze. 

“Pizza?” I ask, holding up the box.

“Hell yeah,” he grins. “I’ll be working off those carbs later, if you know what I mean.”

“I always know what you mean.” I laugh as I turn on the oven and pop the pizza inside.

“Can I ask you something?” I start as I walk to my bedroom and pull the dress from my body watching it fall to the floor like a satin waterfall.

“Anything babe, what’s up?” James asks, eyes already glued to 

his phone as he texts with a boyish smile.

I pull a long hoodie over my head and slip my legs through a pair of grey sweatpants. Comfort at last.

“How do you hook up with strangers so easily?” I pause as I pull my hair into a loose bun. “Doesn’t it ever feel, awkward?”

James laughs, finally turning his attention to me. “Not at all, sex should be fun. And for me, it always is,” he shrugs with a sly grin. I exhale as I sit on the floor in front of him, pulling a cushion between my legs as I rest against the couch.

“Orion wants me to write a dark romance,” I pout, “but I don’t even know where to start. I need to be inspired; I need a muse, someone dark and dangerous.”

James chuckles, eyes back on his phone. “Like the Russian mafia.”

I stare at him with a raised brow. “You know someone in the Russian mafia?”

“Not just someone, thee someone.” He grins. “Nikolai Kirovsky,” he chuckles with a forced Russian accent. “We became close when I provided some vital intel on a business rival a few years ago. That man is all kinds of sin and sexy.”

I lift to my knees as my eyes burn into him. Hello? Is he not connecting the dots? I continue to stare at him, hands on my hips until he finally notices.

“Hell no,” he shakes his head. “I’m not putting you in touch with the Kirovsky’s, that’s fucking insane.”

“Please,” I beg, moving closer to him on my knees with my hands clasped together.

“Em, these are very dangerous people,” his voice stern. “The kill you and wipe your existence from humanity kind of dangerous. And besides, Nikolai would never agree to it. Not in a million fucking years.”

“But you could ask?” I suggest, giving him my sweetest smile. “If he says no then okay, I’ll take the no and I won’t ask you for anything again, I promise. But I’m really wracking my brain on how I’ll be able to submit ten chapters in eight weeks without your help,” I admit. “Please James. Please. Pleeeeeeease.”

He runs a hand through his hair as he closes his eyes.

“Uh, fuck okay, I’ll ask,” he concedes before pointing a finger at me. “But if he says no...”

“I won’t ask again, I promise!” I smile.

He shakes his head with a sigh. “The things I do for you.”
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Chapter Two
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NIKOLAI

In Russia we have a saying.

‘Волка ноги кормят’ [the wolf is fed by its legs]. It loses some of its poetry in English, but the meaning is clear: to survive in this world, perseverance isn’t optional. Failure is unacceptable.

This world demands blood. Power. Unbreakable loyalty and unshakable resilience. It’s obedience, respect and most of all, fear. Once you’re in it, you don’t ever get to walk away from it. It’s tattooed onto your fucking soul. You kill for your name; you bleed for your brothers. You protect what belongs to you, no matter the cost.

“Nikolai?” Father Vitaly’s soft voice cuts through the quiet of the empty chapel. Sunlight stabs the high arched windows, creating coloured shadow on the red carpet beneath my feet. He makes his way towards me as I sit in front, quiet and contemplative.

“I didn’t expect you today,” he continues as he sits down beside me. His small, limp frame hides behind a loose black robe. He straightens his glasses as he stares at me.

“I need to see her,” I manage. My eyes remain fixed on the table of flickering candles at the altar. Staring into the flames as I see my sisters face staring back at me. Vitaly nods his head in understanding as he pats my shoulder.

“Time doesn’t lessen the pain,” his head tilts sympathetically, “I’m praying for your healing, Nikolai.”

I lean forward. Eyes still fixed on the altar. “I don’t deserve healing.” Not for everything I’ve done. Not after all the lives I’ve taken. And in the end, she paid for my sins.

I lift from the bench and pick up the bouquet of white flowers seated neatly beside me. Lilies, her favourite. I walk before Vitaly can respond. I don’t need to hear that I’m worth saving. What a fucking joke. 

The Kirovsky name is a symbol of power drenched in a legacy of blood and vengeance. The empire became mine at only seventeen when my parents were murdered on their way home from an associate’s event. Fucking cowards. They couldn’t even give them the decency of a fair fight. Just gunned them down like animals on the side of the road. I’ll never forget the way that my father held onto my mother, even in death.

Protective.

Devoted.

An image that will forever be burned into my mind. 

After I buried my parents, my cousin Roman became my right-hand man, and together we took our vengeance against the men who dared to touch our family. I had my parents’ initials engraved on each and every bullet we ploughed into their filthy fucking bodies. I wiped their family names from existence and took control of their business. Their men reported to me. If they fought, they would feel the raging heat from the barrel of my gun on their forehead.

Click. Gone.

I push through the chapel doors and slowly walk towards the cemetery just outside. The quint town in the Italian countryside has become my home for the last year. 

Victoria loved vacationing here with her fiancé Erik, she loved it more than our home in Russia. The people. The air. It always brought her so much joy.

My feet stop instinctively as I reach her headstone. There were times when I couldn’t even force myself to look. Seeing her name on cold, hard stone like that made me sick by its permanence.

Vengeance keeps my fire burning. I wait for the day her murderer will bleed, when I can watch him take his last breath with my hands gripped around his throat. Dmitri Baranov. I need to hear him scream for mercy while I twist the knife deeper and deeper. I will make him feel every second of anguish that I’ve had to endure since he took my sister from me. Since he stole the very essence of my soul from me. The only person who truly understood me. Truly loved me. I force myself to look down.

Victoria Kirovsky.

Beloved fiancé, sister and friend.

I would give anything to trade places with her. I rest the bouquet in front of the tombstone as a tear falls down my cheek. “You will have vengeance soon V. I swear it.”



The flight to Paris is quick. Efficient. I find peace in the air. No questions. No demands. Just quiet between the clouds. 

I step out of the private plane and take in the scent and sight of the city. I’ve been many times before, but my visits were never for pleasure. I pause at the top of the stairs as the hum of the engine slowly fades behind me. I adjust my cuff as I check the time on my watch, the gold and emerald face catching the late afternoon light. Below, an unmarked, sleek, black SUV idles on the tarmac.

The driver leans patiently against the door, eyes forward as I make my way down the stairs. I reach for my phone and instruct Roman to keep the plane waiting for me.

Я хочу вырваться отсюда как можно быстрее [I want to get out of here as soon as I can]. I type. 

“Good afternoon, Mr Kirovsky,” the driver opens the door with a polite smile. 

I nod in reply and slide into the backseat. 

I arrive at the estate in Rambouillet. About 40 minutes southwest of Paris. Katherine Alexander, Head of Nocturne, has an annoying flair for dramatics. Childish, for a woman pushing fifty-five. She called an emergency meeting with the high-ranking members. No details, just an instruction to come, immediately. No excuses.

Nocturne is a secret organisation for elite businesspeople who deal in non-legal activities. It provides protection and resources. Access to law enforcement, judges, politicians and even a few presidents. At a price, of course.

Katherine’s father, Ronald Alexander held the title of head for many years before his sudden passing two years ago. I, and other members voted for Katherine to take his place because we trusted in Ronald’s leadership, we shared in his vision. We believed that his daughter, his only heir, would uphold the same strength and unwavering loyalty that defined his legacy. We were mistaken.

The Alexanders specialised in telecommunications for almost sixty years, Ronald singlehandedly turned his small-time operation into a multi-billion-dollar corporation. Katherine has never had to work a hard day in her fucking life. 

And it shows.

Despite that, she has created quite a reputation for herself. She made very powerful connections within our circles, so no-one dares to question her.

If you do, you’re out. Or worse.

“Wait for me,” I instruct the driver before leaving the car. I straighten my jacket as I walk towards the front door. Two large men stand guard.

“Mr Kirovsky,” one nods. The other man places a silver tray 

in front of me. I exhale sharply as I remove my gun from the holster and reluctantly place it on the tray.

“Thank you, sir,” he turns and holds the large wooden doors open for me to enter.

The chatter of conversation travels through the air as soon as I cross the threshold. Staff guide me down the long, dull hallway to a banqueting room which has been setup with a large, rectangular dark wood, almost black, table at its centre. The energy in the room exudes quiet but unmistakable power. Soft light filters across the polished wooden floors. The members are already seated in the high back, leather bound chairs. A council fit for kings.

Katherine’s grin widens as I finally enter the room.

“Nikolai, thank you for joining us,” she eyes me up and down as I take the empty seat directly opposite her. I scan the room and nod as I make eye contact with the others. One seat is still empty. Hmm. Frederick is absent.

In attendance is: 

Katherine Alexander (London)

Head of Nocturne and CEO of Alexander Telecommunications.

Damian Willoughby (New York)

Eldest heir to Willoughby Jewellers. His family mines gold and precious jewels.

Hera Alvino (Switzerland) 

CEO of Alvino Properties.

Suoh Murata (Japan) 

Specialist in black market weaponry and military defence.

Spencer Lee (New Zealand)

CEO of Leechee AI. 

Abdullah Sayad (Dubai)

Eldest heir to the Sayad oil dynasty. 

Zeek Siphokazi (South Africa)

CEO of Inkazimulo Mining. They mine gold and precious metals.

Meena Olsa (Germany)

Heiress to the Olsa diamond empire. Her family owns and operates mines around the world.

Romero Nichols (Brazil)

Heir to the Nichols banking and investments empire

Briella Aspen (Italy)

Heir to Aspen Automotives

And me, Nikolai Kirovsky (Russia)

Specialist in black market weaponry and CEO of Kirovsky Cyber Security.

Over a trillion dollars of net worth sit in this room. Katherine booted out many of the older members after she took control. She thought it would be best for their ‘heirs’ to take their seat, justifying the move by placing importance on building their generational wealth. 

These are the wealthiest fucking families in the world. I knew that was bullshit. She prefers the members to be younger, mouldable, acquiescent to her requests.

“Thank you all for coming at such short notice,” she grins as she scans the table.

“Why are we here Katherine?” Meena turns to her unimpressed as she brushes her long blonde hair behind her shoulder.

Katherine stares at her for a moment. Letting her sit awkwardly in her tone of disrespect before she answers.

“You’ll notice that we have an empty seat,” she announces, gesturing towards the chair beside Suoh. She reaches forward and picks up a remote as she turns on the large screen on the wall before us.

“Oh my God,” Hera exclaims as she places her hand over her mouth. Her face contorts in horror as a series of grotesque images come to life. She retches before deciding to look away. A shared look of disgust fills the room.

“Frederick Ross was murdered in his home a few days ago,” Katherine starts as she clicks through images of his bloodied, decapitated body.

“Who the fuck did this?” Zeek presses, his eyes darting between the screen and to Katherine.

Her face is stone cold as she moves through more images of the scene, Frederick’s wife. His child. His dog. All butchered.

“That’s enough Katherine,” I interject as I glare at her.

She leans back as she takes in the faces of the members.

“I think we all know who was responsible for this...” she nods. “Dmitri Baranov.”

My fists clench at the mention of his name.

“Why would Dmitri-” Briella’s head shakes in disbelief.

Katherine turns sharply. “We think he’s going after the people who voted him out.”

Romero stands. “Woah, none of us voted him out,” he pounds his fists on the table. “That vote was meant to equally split the China project with Spencer. We did not want him removed.”

“He gave me no choice!” Katherine’s voice raises in contempt. “He refused to work with Spencer, and he had become increasingly hostile. Just look at what he did to Nikolai.” She turns to me, voice softening, “poor Victoria, gunned down like that...”

I push my chair back. “Dmitri has not been seen for nearly a year,” I say, my voice low and rough. “If he dared to show his face, I would know.”

Suoh nods. “Why are we just assuming that this was Dmitri?”

A scowl forms on Katherine’s face. “Because if it wasn’t him, that means it was one of you...”

Briella gasps, appalled at the accusation. “We have an oath...”

“None of us would do this,” I agree, looking around the room.

“Someone did this,” Katherine bites out, “and if I find out it was one of you then I’m afraid that I will have to act accordingly,” she warns.

Hera reaches for her bag and stands, still covering her mouth. “I have to leave,” she manages before rushing out of the room. Concerned, Meena follows after her.

Zeek stands next, he eyes the rest of the members warily before following Meena.

Abdullah stares at Katherine. “What do we do now?”

She exhales sharply. “We each need to prepare for the inevitable. Dmitri will be coming after us, so I suggest we all lay low, temporarily.”

I shake my head. That’s fucking stupid. I’ve known Dmitri for a long time. Since we were boys. A time long before he turned into the fucking traitor he is. Dmitri was always good at hunting. 

I’m better. If he wants to find the members. He will.

This doesn’t feel like him.

Abdullah nods at Katherine then briskly leaves the room. Suoh and Spencer stand simultaneously and make their way to the door with the rest of the members following closely behind in hushed conversations.

I stand and begin to walk as well.

“Nikolai, you’re leaving too?” Katherine asks with a pout, as she walks towards me, glancing around the empty room. One thing about Nocturne - being a member is a privilege, unfortunately to retain that privilege also means having to endure harassment by a woman who grossly overestimates her appeal.

Katherine’s thrown herself at me countless times. Each time I would lose more respect for her and now, I have none left. There are rumours that she’s slept with each of the men, all except for three. Suoh, Zeek and I which I believe, she’s taken as a challenge.

“I have business to attend to, Katherine,” I reply cooly as I check my watch.

“Hmm,” she grins. “I thought you might like to stay for dinner. It’s a beautiful estate,” she pauses, running her hand across my chest and dropping her voice to a seductive whisper. “I would love to show you around.”

“I appreciate the offer,” I remove her hand. “But I’m afraid I have to go.”

“You know I just love that area you found in the countryside, so charming. I bought a little estate nearby,” she grins. “I’m thinking of having a gala soon, it would be fantastic to see you there, Nikolai.”

I exhale sharply. “I’ll try my best, Katherine. I have to go.”

I don’t give her a chance to respond before I walk out of the room. I eagerly proceed down the hall to the car waiting outside. I need to get the fuck out of here.



My estate always feels quiet. Dead fucking quiet. No number of lavish parties or business meetings could ever revive it. It’s a husk. A beautiful shadow of what it once was. I bought it for Victoria as a gift for her birthday. Now the walls whisper broken promises and shattered dreams. But this was the only place I knew Dmitri wouldn’t look. I needed solitude while I hunt him down.

My phone buzzes as I walk through the front door.

“Good afternoon, sir,” Lev greets politely as he holds the door 

open.

“Afternoon Lev,” I reply with a nod before checking my phone.

James Fields. He needs to talk.

I turn to Roman. “My office,” I say curtly before I walk ahead of him, leading the way.

I remove my jacket and drape it on the leather couch in the corner before sitting at my desk and turning on the large monitor positioned on the wall. Roman leans against the window behind me, crossing his arms as I dial James.

He answers after two rings. “Nikolai, thank you for returning my call.” Immediately, I notice a measure of anxiety in his usually confident voice.

“I’ve been waiting for this,” I admit, leaning back in my chair. 

“Did you find any valuable information from your source?”

James nods. “I did.”

I lean forward as James shares his screen. “Dmitri was last seen in New York, just two days ago.” He begins. “My source spotted him meeting with Spencer Lee...”

Spencer fucking Lee? “Are you sure it was him?” I press. That’s 

not possible. I was just seated in a fucking room with him hours ago.

“I’m sure,” James replies with a nod. He then pulls up an image of Dmitri and Spencer at a high-end restaurant having dinner together. It was unmistakably him. That smug fucking bastard.

I turn to Roman. “We need to let Katherine know.”

He nods in response, already making preparations on his phone.

“This information is very useful, thank you James,” I say.

He clears his throat. “Actually Nikolai, there’s something I need to ask of you...”

My brow lifts at I stare at him. He’s uncomfortable. Why?

“Ask,” I reply with a nod, intrigued.

“This is completely ridiculous, but I promised I would,” 

he starts. “My best friend, Emelia Morelli is an author, fictional 

author, and she’s been asked to write, darker material for her next book...”

My brows furrow. “What the fuck does that have to do with me?”

James chuckles nervously. “Well, I was wondering, and I know this is a big ask, but I would truly appreciate it if she could interview you for her book.”

What the fuck? I turn to Roman who’s equally confused. He looks to me and shrugs.

“Why would she want to interview me?” I press.

James swallows. “Emelia needs inspiration to write.”

Roman stares at his phone as he quickly searches her up on the 

internet. “Oh, I’ve heard of her, my sister loves her books.”

I glare at him. “Raquel is barely twenty, all she reads are those trashy romance novels...” I sneer.

James’s eyes widen. “Uh...”

My gaze returns to him, seeing the discomfort on his face is almost laughable. “That’s what your friend writes? And you want her to interview me?” I scoff, insulted.

“I know it’s a big ask Nikolai and I will understand if you say no,” he pauses. “Emelia hasn’t exactly had an easy life, I promised her that I would ask, and I did. I’ll tell her that it’s not happening.”

I take a deep breath. What a strange proposition. I don’t need a stranger in my fucking home, especially when I’m so close to getting to Dmitri. But I can’t dismiss the fact that James has been a very loyal associate. He’s never once asked for a favour. Monetary or otherwise. Damn it.

“Fine, she can interview me but, she’ll need to come here, and she’ll take the time I give her.”

James’s eyes widen in surprise. “Wait, seriously?”

“Should I change my mind?” I ask with a pointed look.

“No, no,” he chuckles. “Thank you, Nikolai, I truly appreciate this.”

I lean forward. “I’m only saying yes as a favour to you James, you’ve been invaluable. But, if she steps out of line or does anything I don’t like, she’s gone. Do you understand?”

“Yes, trust me, she’ll be invisible. I promise.” He smiles.

“Don’t make me regret this,” I reply before ending the call.

Christ, what the fuck am I doing.
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Chapter Three
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EMELIA

I take a deep breath as I walk through the airport. 

The air in this small, coastal Italian town smells fresher, cleaner, untouched by the decay of the modern age.

My eyes lift as I near the glass doors heading towards the exit, carry on and luggage already in tow. I stop and look at the cars parked neatly in formation. Not many. Understandable for a small town. Then I see him, a large muscular man wearing a fitted black shirt, black slacks and black aviator sunglasses. 

He stands, holding a sign with my name on it. Such a small sign in such large hands looks ridiculous but I don’t dare to laugh.

“Hi, I’m Emelia,” I smile as I walk towards him, dragging my suitcase awkwardly behind me. He dips his sunglasses and eyes me up and down before opening the door and gesturing for me to get in.

“Uh, my luggage,” I start, already turning around.

“I’ll take care of that,” he finally speaks. His voice is low and deep. His Russian accent unmistakable although not as thick as I was expecting it to be.

“Thank you,” I smile with a nod before sitting in the back seat of the large black SUV. He closes the door behind me and places my luggage in the trunk. I feel my nerves begin to swirl in my stomach. Am I really doing this? I’m in a foreign country with a group of very dangerous people, people I don’t know. Oh God, what the fuck am I doing?

The sound of the closing driver door snaps me out of my thought. He takes off his glasses and looks at me in the rear-view mirror.

“My name is Roman, I’m Mr. Kirovsky right-hand man.” He offers with a smile. His voice smoother now, more polite.

“It’s nice to meet you Roman,” I smile back. “How long is the drive?”

He starts the car. “About an hour, we’re on the countryside, far from the noise and eyes of the town,” he smirks as he holds my gaze in the mirror.

Oh God, are they planning to kill me? 

“What kind of music do you listen to?” he asks, his tone brighter as he fiddles with the radio.

“Anything is fine,” I reply cautiously.

“My sister is a huge fan of your books,” he adds as we finally hit the road.

“That’s sweet,” I chuckle. “I’d be happy to sign anything for her while I’m here.”

“That’s very kind of you Miss Morelli,” he nods, shooting me a look in the mirror.

“Please call me Emelia,” I insist.

His phone rings and an image of a beautiful woman with long, thick, dark curly hair appears on the screen.

“Excuse me, I have to take this,” he says before answering the call.

“Дорогой, во сколько ты придёшь домой? Моя мама 

присоединится к нам на ужин в шесть [dorogoy, vo skolko te 

sobiraesh domoi? moya mamma prisoedinitsya ke nam na uzhin 

vieu sixty - Babe what time are you coming home? My mother's 

joining us for dinner at six].”

“Мне просто нужно сделать остановку в поместье, а затем я 

буду в пути [mne nuzno lish zayekhat na pomestier, a potom ya 

otpravljus vieu put - I just need to make a stop at the estate then 

I'll be on my way].”

“Ребёнок сегодня много шевелится, давя на мой мочевой 

пузырь [rebyonok segodnya mnogo shevelitsya, davia na moi 

mochevoy puzyr - The baby has been moving around a lot today, 

pressing on my bladder].”

He laughs.

“Он мой растущий мальчик [moi rastushchiy malchik - My 

growing boy].”

“Не опаздывай [ne opazdyvay - Don't be late].”

“Увидимся скоро. Я тебя люблю [uvidimsya scoro. ya tebya 

lublu - I'll see you soon. I love you].”

He ends the call with a smile and a shrug. “My wife.”

“How long have you been married?” I move in my seat, trying to get comfortable.

“Three years,” he chuckles proudly. “We’re having our first baby soon.”

“Congratulations,” I smile. “You must be thrilled.”

He shoots me nod and a wide smile in the mirror, “couldn’t be happier.”



The rest of the drive is scenic and serene. It doesn’t take long before we hit the open gravel road near the estate neighboured only by sweeping views of rolling vineyards that stretch as far as the eye can see. Right ahead, nestled on the sun-drenched hilltop is a grand villa. It’s a masterpiece of old-world charm and modern-day luxury. 
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