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Ruslan

Past

EVERY PERSON HAS A place where they feel comfortable.

Church pulpits; in the middle of blizzards; beach vacations; family gatherings.

It doesn’t have to be an actual location, but rather a concept; that special space where we can be ourselves.

Mine is in the darkness.

I prefer to stay in the shadows. There, I can observe people. I’ve always done this, even before today, when an action taken by my enemies will alter the course of my destiny forever.

Turning the world into a private chessboard is the goal for those raised in my world, but there can only be one winner, and I was not born to accept second place. I was born to reign among the Russian elite.

I am certain, however, that my father and grandfather never aspired for my mind to move to the place where it is now.

I know that after tonight, I will no longer visit the darkness. I will make it my home.

Being one who finds peace in the dark, I don’t need my father’s men to restore the power so I can see the outlines of my family’s bodies or those of our staff.

The silence that greets me is deafening.

There are no shouts from my younger brothers, no naturally raised voice of my mother, always sounding as if she were about to go do something important.

There is no more of my father commanding his men from the same spot where my grandfather did before him.

All that remains is nothingness. A hollow. A vacuum.

And then, suddenly, I hear the gurgling of someone choking.

My head turns toward the sound, but my legs refuse to obey my brain’s command, because I know what I will find. I already know every sound a person makes when they are about to die. I began within the Organization at ten years old.

I catch movement in my peripheral vision and guess it’s one of my bodyguards, heading to the basement to turn on the power.

“Not yet,” I say. “Check the rest of the property. Confirm if there is anyone who is not staff or family,” I continue, even though I already know the answer.

They are already gone and left no one alive. The person who is currently dying is likely the only one who has so far defied death, though I know it won’t be for long.

I notice two of the men moving away, but I know, without looking back, that there are two more behind me. They have been with me since I was born. They are like my shadow and would die for me before allowing anything to happen to me.

I take a few steps toward the person whose life is ending, the hole inside my chest expanding, tearing at my insides.

I walk among broken furniture and accidentally kick a candelabra, moving through the ruins of what was once my world.

The unmistakable, coppery smell fills the room. I have no doubt that if I turned on the light now, I would see the blood of my relatives staining the walls, a grotesque mural, the work of our enemies.

I force myself to advance toward the dying man because I was prepared from the beginning for the possibility that this night would come.

As the sound grows louder, I see the outline of two bodies, and I know they are my parents. I also know that the last breaths I hear are his. He is still alive, but I don’t believe for much longer.

I kneel and realize he is holding my mother’s hand, intertwined over his own stomach. The woman who bore me is motionless, silenced forever, but I do not allow myself to release the pain.

Not here and not yet. There will be time for that.

Pain can become our own poison, and I cannot afford to die poisoned. The moment I understood what had happened, the fate of my enemies was already sealed: I will not stop until I make each one pay.

When the time for reckoning comes, they will beg for mercy.

“Father,” I call.

He raises his free hand toward me. Even in the absence of light, I sense the effort it takes, but I do not try to help him because he doesn’t have much time left, and I am certain he does not want to leave this world as someone weakened.

Finally, he reaches me, and I feel his fingers, warm and sticky with his own blood.

“Retribution,” he whispers. “Look at the scene around you. Do the same. Spare no one. Promise me,” he orders.

At last, I take his hand.

“Give me a name, Father.”

He attempts to whisper twice, but no sound escapes him anymore. On the third try, he exhales his last breath.

“It doesn’t matter. Rest in peace. I will find out who did this and I will annihilate them. You have my word,” I promise him, and the rest of my dead kin.

And the darkness, my permanent home from now on, spreads inside me, filling the room where a soul once remained.
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Ruslan

Twenty-Two Years Later

IN THE BEGINNING, I would wake up wanting to be dead. It wasn’t a feeling that lasted. Just that morning vacuum between unconsciousness and reality, when I allowed myself to think about the night my family was wiped out. Wounds like that never heal. And that’s not even what I want.

As soon as my eyes opened, however, I would become the man I’d made myself into.

No matter how much power I wield within the Organization, my mission on this godforsaken planet will never be finished until I complete the vengeance I promised my father.

The night I found them, I had no idea hunting down those who killed my family would be so complex.

I eliminated them one by one, the obvious ones, the mere pawns, the foot soldiers. But hunting them was like entering a labyrinth—the closer I thought I was to the exit, the deeper I plunged into darkness. The mastermind has managed to stay hidden to this day, because even after two decades, attempts on my life still occur from time to time.

As the years passed, I realized I had moved permanently into the shadows. I no longer sought even a sliver of light. I came to like the death around me.

The pain wouldn’t fade, even if the blood of every enemy ran through my fingers.

So, instead of fighting the rage inside me, I embraced it. I accepted that this was my way, channeling my hatred against those who stole everything from me.

The memory of my family’s lifeless bodies became fuel, driving the quest for the retribution my father desired.

His trusted men have kept me under their protection ever since. Over the last twenty years, I’ve become what I was born to be: the supreme leader, respected and hated in equal measure by enemies, as well as by allies.

The only missing piece to set my world right is to bring this vengeance to a close, and I can hardly wait to finish it.

I survey the luxurious ballroom of one of my properties and note that among the guests are at least half a dozen women who have been my lovers. They glance at me covertly, over the rims of their champagne flutes, hiding smiles.

I ignore them. I don’t revisit the past, not even with those who bore my descendants, which isn’t the case with these.

None of the women present has borne me a child.

It’s no secret that I have no intention of marrying, and the socialites in my circle don’t want a child unless the father shares a roof with them.

I don’t need a contract to produce heirs. Or perhaps I should say, heiresses. I have nearly a dozen of them scattered across the world, and most have already made me a grandfather. Like me, they started early. Only recently did I discover there is a single direct male heir, born when I was just fifteen.

I only learned of his existence when he was already a grown man with a family of his own. He gave me a grandson, Yerik.

My son, unfortunately, is a simple man and wants nothing to do with the Organization.

For Yerik, however, I have great plans. It is my wish that one day, alongside my other grandson, Grigori—the son of one of my girls—he will command the Organization in my place.

I look at the crowd, keeping my expression neutral, masking my contempt and hatred as I wonder if, among them, is the one I still need to exterminate. Is my hidden enemy disguised as an ally?

To this day, my heart seethes with the desire for retaliation.

My eyes move from one group to another, lingering particularly on those who break eye contact too quickly. I scrutinize them with greater interest.

Most of those present are members of the Organization and their families, but there are also many businessmen who work with us, since tonight key issues for expanding the Brotherhood’s dominance are to be discussed.

It’s a business event, and in theory, everyone here is an ally, but I never relax, not even where I’m supposed to feel safe.

Alert and on the hunt, the icy grip of hatred and the thirst for vengeance always encase my heart.

As the night wears on, the headache I’ve had since descending to the main hall intensifies, and the damned meeting is nowhere near over.

A few meters away, I notice Volodya—the man who was the head of my security at the time of my parents’ death, my guardian since birth, who became a father figure to me—talking with some associates.

He holds no official position within the Organization. He’s like an informal Counselor, but he is also the only person in this life I can say I trust.

Volodya is my balance and my brake. The reason I didn’t become a complete animal. His presence in my life is the only thing that salvaged some shred of humanity in me.

I am about to leave the hall, craving some fresh air, when a rustle of fabric ahead catches my attention.

Even through the infernal buzz of the party, I hear the movement of the dress, as if suddenly all the surrounding sounds had paused so I could notice the creature who seems to have had the same idea as me—to escape the crowd.

I catch no more than a glimpse of a light-colored, long dress, like all the women here wear, but unlike the others, it is filled with generous curves. Yet that’s not what holds my gaze. It’s the golden hair, cascading down her back like the shimmering waters of a waterfall caught in sunlight. The first thought that comes to mind is that in daylight, she must look like an angel with her head wreathed in a silken halo.

The woman has her back to me, and still she commands my complete attention, because as she walks—or rather, slips away from the other guests—the golden strands move as if they have a life of their own.

A kind of silent siren who uses her hair, not her voice, to hypnotize men.
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Iris

A PARTY FOR FIVE HUNDRED guests!

Not exactly how I pictured family life.

And then, I quickly remember that this isn’t actually my family. Blood means nothing in the absence of love.

In theory, I should be euphoric. After living most of my existence in a manner about as thrilling as a monk’s, attending a high-society reception—my first—should be the highlight of my short life.

I don’t feel anywhere close to happy, though.

Witnessing the luxury of the ballroom, I feel like a fraud, no matter that in terms of clothes and jewels, I don’t stand out from the other women.

As waiters serve drinks to the guests, anxiety spins out various scenarios in my head.

I imagine tripping over the hem of some rich bitch’s dress, or even my own, and sending a tray flying into the expensive suits of the men from the Organization.

My father’s wife explained everything about our world to me. I know what Daddy does, what all the men here actually do: they have close ties to the Russian mafia, whom my family refers to as the Organization or the Brotherhood, or they are members themselves.

I feel like a lamb among lions, and I don’t like the feeling.

They are the unknown, and I am a cuckoo in the nest, tossed into this world without any warning.

In my father’s family, at least, the women are treated like decorative pieces.

My stepmother, Anfisa, said our role is to be soft and subservient. She doesn’t even look my father in the eye when she speaks to him. She’s like a maid with a wife’s title.

I decide I’ve had enough of human beings for now. Tonight I’ve received an overdose of social interaction after being kept isolated since I arrived in Moscow, confined to the corridors of the mansion I now live in. Besides, the people here aren’t exactly loving humans. Most of them are snobs.

At first, I really believed Daddy was trying to rescue me from a life of loneliness, saving me from having no relatives around, but it only took a couple of months to realize it wasn’t paternal love that made him bring me into his home. More and more, I think there are hidden interests at play, though I can’t imagine what. I’m a nobody.

As I slip out of the ballroom, the feeling of unease grows.

Tonight should be my Cinderella moment. It’s my official presentation to high society.

“No, you’re not here as the beloved daughter being introduced to your father’s friends,” I think, recalling my half-brother Gretzky’s words from earlier today.

“You’re merchandise, Iris. You didn’t come to stay with us because you’re loved. You’re a bastard who’s going to serve a purpose.”

I feel my stomach twist into knots thinking about our conversation. Mainly because I don’t think he said it just to say it. Gretzky has something malicious in him. He’s also kind of sadistic, like he enjoys scaring me. It’s my luck that he doesn’t live in my father’s house anymore, so we only see each other occasionally.

I sigh, looking out into the darkness of the garden, still hearing the distant music from the ballroom. A few guests pass by me, but I pretend not to notice them. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time living with them, it’s that avoiding eye contact spares you unwanted conversations, though Anfisa has told me more than once that it’s rude of me to ignore people.

I wasn’t like this when I lived with my mother. I like people, but how to explain to her that I don’t know what to talk about with people who seem to adore subjects I know nothing of? I listen to her friends talking about the trips they took to Europe on vacation and have no way to comment on that. My existence wasn’t filled with fancy places or fashion shows. My mother and I lived in absolute poverty, until my father decided to extend his hand to me as soon as she was buried.

He never talked to me about how he found me, and I haven’t had the courage to ask yet if he knew about me before Mama died. I’m afraid of the answer. By remaining ignorant, I can try to love him, though I’ve learned since we met that loving Daddy is no easy task.

I think most of the girls my age here tonight are euphoric. Anfisa told me parties like this are like shop windows for finding a husband candidate.

I don’t want a husband, and I don’t want to come to parties. If I have books and a roof over my head, a plate of hot food, I’ll consider myself lucky.

As soon as I arrived in Moscow, I asked my father if he would help me get a job. I had no idea back then of the size of his fortune, though my jaw dropped at the house they... or rather, I now too... live in.

He laughed. Not a little “oh, you silly girl” laugh.

He guffawed with contempt, just like my brothers, and told me that “the Golubevs” don’t work, except in their own businesses. And by “business,” I quickly learned he meant the Russian Organization for which his companies provide services.

I was naive enough to believe I could tell him I was grateful for the help, but that I would be leaving.

That’s when I realized I’m not a guest in his house. I’ve become a prisoner in a gilded cage.

There were no more smiles after that moment, only a warning: I wouldn’t be going anywhere unless he authorized it, even though, in theory, I’m an adult.

When I came to live in Moscow, I wasn’t yet eighteen, but even now, as I’m about to turn twenty, I’m not free. Even if he didn’t spell it out, the threat in his voice was unmistakable.

I notice a flower greenhouse a few steps ahead and head for it.

I don’t want to dance with my father’s associates, as Anfisa said I should. She said it would be rude to refuse an invitation from one of them, especially if he was a member of the Organization. If I can just hide here and only go back when the party is over, maybe they won’t even notice I’m gone.

I enter the greenhouse and relax instantly when I smell the scent of the flowers, like a kind of natural sedative. Inside the ballroom, the smell of cigarettes was unbearable.

There’s no light, but the moon does a good job, leaving the place in a soft half-light, but making it perfectly possible to see everything around me.

I lean over to smell a rose, and as I do, I notice my breasts almost leap from the dress’s neckline. I didn’t want to wear it. I had chosen a black one, but Anfisa insisted light colors were more suitable for my age.

Sometimes, I get the impression my stepmother lives in the Victorian era. She really seems to believe a woman’s role is to serve as an ornament.

I’m about ten meters from the entrance, inside the greenhouse, when I hear the door open.

I can’t disguise a grimace when I see who it is: Gretzky, my older half-brother.
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Iris

“HIDING, CINDERELLA?”

I sigh, simultaneously fighting the urge to tell him to go to hell. He always calls me by some pejorative name. Nothing openly offensive, but it grates on me.

“I needed some fresh air.”

“In a greenhouse?” he scoffs, walking toward me.

It’s the first time we’ve been completely alone, and somehow, the way he’s approaching frightens me. It’s stupid because I doubt Gretzky, as much as I’m sure he dislikes me, would physically assault me or anything like that. If what he said before the party is true, if they intend to use me as some kind of bargaining chip in a business deal, I doubt my father would be happy to see me hurt.

“It’s my first party like this,” I decide to be honest, confessing my anxiety while also trying to dig up some empathy from him. I believe everyone has a good side, even snobs like Gretzky. “I wanted a break from the crowd.”

He says nothing and comes closer. Close enough to make me uncomfortable. If it weren’t my own blood, I’d certainly be afraid, being so far from other people, alone with a man behaving like this.

A strange silence hangs between us now. I know why I’m quiet: I don’t like Gretzky, regardless of whether he’s my half-brother or not. But I don’t know the reason for his silence, and suddenly, my instincts kick in, all in unison, a voice inside me screaming run.

I don’t think twice. I didn’t grow up surrounded by luxury like my father’s two sons. I am poor by birth and soul. A survivor, and when my heart warns me of danger, I never ignore it.

When Gretzky is only about half a meter from me, still without a word, I move to slip past him. I don’t get far, though, because he grabs my arm, his hand closing like a claw on my flesh.

I bite my lower lip to keep from crying out in pain, certain his intention was to hurt me.

“Let me go.”

He laughs, and the sound sends chills down my spine. Then he grabs my other arm too, forcing me backward and pinning me against the wall, creating a prison with his body.

I feel bile rise in my throat as his face moves close to mine, in a way that’s unmistakable. It’s not the proper closeness between siblings. It would only be natural between lovers.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’ve been thinking about our conversation.”

“Conversation?”

“Yes. About you being a commodity.”

“I’m not a thing. If I didn’t argue with you then, it’s because it wasn’t worth it.”

“Why? Think you’re better than me? Did my father rescuing you from the gutter you lived in make you believe you’re some kind of mafia princess?”

“Mafia? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I lie.

“Of course you do. I heard our father telling Mama to explain how everything would work. Or did you really think you were invited to live with us out of pure kindness?”

“Of everything you just said, I ask that you pay attention to the phrase ‘our father.’ It’s not appropriate for you to be this close to me.”

“Why not?”

“You know why: we’re siblings. Let me pass.”

“In ancient times, in the age of pharaohs, siblings slept together. I see nothing wrong with sampling what some Organization member will enjoy for the rest of his life.”

I don’t even process the part about an arranged marriage; my blood runs cold with disgust at what he’s just implied he wants to do to me.

“You must be insane! We’re siblings!” I say, simultaneously wrenching free from his grip and planting both hands on his chest to shove him.

He doesn’t move and runs his tongue over his lower lip. I start to panic.

“You’re not a Golubev yet, which means we’re not officially siblings.”

“We share the same blood. How can you even think of...”

I can’t finish the sentence. He grabs both my wrists again, pinning them against the wall.

“No!” I scream with all the force in my lungs as his mouth moves closer.

I’m sure if he kisses me, I’ll vomit.

The next instant, I hear the sound of the greenhouse door opening as I continue to struggle. Gretzky is so intent on forcing himself on me that he doesn’t notice.

I don’t think twice.

“Help!”

There’s a shadow, the huge outline of a man’s body blocking the moonlight.

He looks powerful and sinister, but at this moment, I don’t care if it’s the devil himself. All I want is someone to help me fight the disgusting creature, my own blood, who’s trying to attack me.

I almost cry with relief when the shadow moves toward us. His steps are soft for someone so large.

Gradually, he takes shape, and though I can’t make out his face, I feel strangely connected to him. I have no doubt he will save me.

My heart is pounding at a frantic rhythm. Partly from the uneven struggle with Gretzky, partly from the presence of the man.

“Help!” I repeat, louder now, and finally Gretzky realizes we’re no longer alone.

The shadow doesn’t say a word. He grabs Gretzky by the nape of his neck, pulls him off me, and smashes his head against the wall.

My half-brother and I both scream.

Him, in pain. Me, because it’s the first time in my life, on the same night, that I’ve witnessed two acts of such brutal violence.
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Iris

“YOU CRAZY FUCKING BASTARD, you broke my nose! Stay out of family business!”

“Leave.” The shadow speaks, and with that single word, I feel every hair on my body stand on end.

Gretzky, who even injured seemed ready to start a physical fight, freezes all movement instantly. His posture changes. He stops yelling. The hand he’d brought to his nose drops to his sides.

“Pakhan, I...”

Pakhan? The shadow is the Pakhan of the Russian mafia?

The man ignores him, and even in the darkness, I feel his head turn toward me.

“What is he to you?” he asks, at the same moment I watch in shock as he draws a gun from inside his suit blazer and presses the barrel to my half-brother’s forehead.

I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.

“Tell the truth, Iris, or he’ll kill me.”

I can’t stop trembling. I’m not fragile, usually. My mother raised me to be like her, but in this moment, I’m about to faint. Not just because my half-brother tried to force a kiss on me, but because I’ve just discovered who the dark stranger is and what he intends to do with my father’s son.

“For God’s sake, Iris!” Gretzky pleads, not resembling in the least the bully who was trying to overpower me minutes ago.

“He’s... He’s my brother.”

I see the man’s head move between the two of us, and even though I can’t see him completely, I feel my face burn with shame, because I know what he must be thinking.

My God in heaven!

“He’s drunk, Pakhan,” I say, using his title for the first time, trying to justify the unjustifiable.

What Gretzky tried to do is unspeakable. Disgusting.

My intuition tells me he’s still deciding whether to let my brother live or not, but as much as I detest him, I don’t want to be responsible for his death.

“Pakhan, he drank too much,” I repeat, though I know it isn’t true. Gretzky doesn’t smell of alcohol.

My heart continues to race as I pray he’ll simply let the wretch go. I haven’t been living with my father and his wife for long, but it’s been long enough for me to realize that in this new world I’ve been brought into, there’s no room for second chances. I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to Gretzky because of me.

“Leave,” he finally orders, releasing him and shoving him toward the door. “It will be your last chance, not just tonight. For the rest of your days.”

Gretzky obeys, fleeing, stumbling over his own feet.

“Thank you.”

Silence. He doesn’t say a word, just keeps looking in my direction, and a shame I’ve never felt in my life washes over me.

I try to see his eyes in the darkness, to see if he believes he just witnessed an incestuous lovers’ quarrel, if such an expression even exists.

For reasons I can’t understand, I don’t like the idea of him thinking poorly of me.

Then, seconds later, I find myself a fool.

If half of what Anfisa said is true, the man before me is him, the one himself, the evil.

A devil in the flesh.

And if that’s the case, why am I not in a panic? Why, instead of following my bastard half-brother, do I want to stay here? By all accounts, this man is more dangerous than all my relatives combined.

He moves almost imperceptibly to the side, clearing the path of the moonlight. I can now see the outline of his face for the first time, though I’m certain he has a much better view of me than I do of him.

Since I came to live in Moscow, I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve heard the name Pakhan Ruslan Vassiliev mentioned in my father’s house.

Anfisa said that despite his notorious cruelty, he is highly respected across the entire country.

I’ve never seen his face, however. At this moment, I’d give anything to discover the color of his eyes. But all I can perceive is the rigid, very square jawline framing the broad bone structure of his face, the powerful nose, and a head of thick, dark hair.

How is it possible that even in the half-light, his gaze prevents me from moving? Because that’s exactly what’s happening. It’s like being hypnotized by some enchantment.

“Spell,” I correct myself mentally.

Enchantments are made by good people.

I take a few deep breaths, preparing to flee. Standing still in the dark with a man like him would make me very stupid and reckless.

I try to open my mouth to thank him again, but it’s dry, stuck. When I attempt to speak again, no voice comes out.

The sensation that his eyes are trying to see every detail of me, even in the pitch black, steals my breath.

“What was happening here?” he asks, suddenly.

God, did I disrespect him by coming to a place in his house not permitted to other guests? Because I knew today’s party would be at one of the Pakhan’s residences. Anfisa hasn’t talked about anything else for weeks.

“My brother...” I begin, but when he takes a step forward, I fall silent.

“What is your name?”

“Iris.”

“Never lie to me, girl.”

I don’t need a second warning.

“Yes, sir.”

“Now tell me what you were doing here.”

“I’ve never been to a party like this. I was feeling suffocated inside.”

“Why did you lie, saying Veniamin Golubev’s son was your brother?”

“I didn’t lie. He really is my half-brother. I came to live in Moscow recently. I’ve never left the house for something like today’s party. I didn’t know what to talk about with the guests, so I tried to slip away. He followed me.”

I cover my mouth with my hand, wondering if anything I’ve said could harm my family.

“Has what I witnessed happened before?”

“No, sir. It never has.”

I almost confess that my brothers, or even my father, never waste time interacting with me. Apart from my stepmother, no one in my family seems to like me or consider me a relative, but I don’t want to sound like a whiny baby.

“Usually, I can take care of myself,” I say, gathering all the dignity I can muster, but then I realize with horror that it might have sounded offensive. “Anyway, thank you for saving me, Pakhan.”

“How can you be so sure I saved you?”

“What?”

“I still know nothing about you, Iris, and the reverse seems true, but keep my advice: trust no one. Above all, do not trust saviors. They do not exist.”
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Ruslan

DOES SWEET IRIS REALIZE she just saved her useless half-brother’s life?

If what she said is true—and I intend to confirm it soon, that she only came to live with her father’s family so recently—then it’s likely she doesn’t. She doesn’t know I was truly going to kill the idiot.

“Pakhan,” my head of security calls out as soon as I step from the greenhouse.

As always, he and several others were shadowing me when I came out here. I know he didn’t understand a fucking thing about why I followed the girl. Neither do I.

Drawn in by a sea of golden hair? I must be losing my mind.

“Which of Veniamin Golubev’s sons left here a few minutes ago?” I ask, because they look alike physically and in the gloom, I couldn’t tell them apart.

“The firstborn.”

I give a nod.

“Have one of the men keep an eye on the girl, inside.”

“Girl?”

“Iris. I don’t know her surname. She’s a recently discovered daughter of Golubev, from what I gathered. I want a complete file on her by tomorrow morning at the latest.”

“Yes, sir.”

There are at least six men around me, and I know when I return to the ballroom, they will continue to follow.

“Leave two security on guard with her. Be her shadow for the rest of the night.”

He looks at me in silence and I know what he’s thinking: being Golubev’s daughter, she must have her own protection. The point is: Veniamin Golubev hasn’t been at the helm of operations for a long time, though he likes to pretend otherwise. The one really in charge is the incestuous son of a bitch who was trying to grab his sister.

“It’s a dynamic that’s at the very least interesting,” I think, walking back toward the ballroom. “The girl I just left in there can’t be twenty yet, and Golubev’s sons are past thirty, which means Iris is the fruit of a betrayal. And now, he’s brought the girl into the house?”

I’ve barely stepped back inside when I notice her father approaching. His face is pale, as if all the blood has drained from it.

I ignore him, walking straight past, but the man doesn’t seem willing to give up and even though my guards keep him at a distance, he tries to follow.

“Pakhan, I beg you to hear me out!” he pleads, loud enough for several heads to turn and watch.

I know why he’s here. Golubev has probably found out what happened in the greenhouse; he must think I’m going to kill his firstborn for the disrespect he showed me before he knew who I was.

That’s what would normally happen. There isn’t a tolerant bone in my body. I could have snapped his neck in front of his sister with one move, but something stopped me.

Not something. Someone.

The innocent and utterly misplaced Iris, who I’m sure would have nightmares for the rest of her life if she witnessed a murder.

I doubt, however, that the wretched bastard told his father he was trying to grab his own sister.

I continue on my way to the room where the meeting will be held, the reason I came.

“Pakhan...” Golubev’s voice repeats, sounding almost tearful.

Once inside the room, I finally stop walking and face him. There are at least twenty high-ranking men of the Organization here, plus businessmen.

“What must I do for you to forgive my boy? Do you want me to kneel?”

He’s not a boy, you imbecile. He’s a man, only a few years younger than me.

“Where is he?”

He turns his head to a point to our side and when I follow the movement, I see the unfortunate one trying to keep himself hidden, his face still scratched from being shoved into the wall and his nose clearly broken.

“Come, Gretzky,” the father calls, as if dealing with a five-year-old.

For the entire walk he makes toward me, I don’t take my eyes off his.

“Kneel. Both palms flat on the floor,” I order. “No matter what happens, you will not move.”

He does as I command, nodding his head to signal yes.

With one stomp, I break one of his hands. He howls like an animal, but doesn’t even have time to recover before I move to the other. The scream now is followed by weeping, but I’m not finished yet.

I grab him by the hair, forcing him to look at me.

“Family always deserves respect. Never forget that again. You will not get another chance.” I lean down and continue, so only he can hear. “Say a prayer tonight before you sleep. You owe your sister the fact you’re still breathing. Touch her again and you won’t just die. I’ll take you on a tour of hell.”

I release him, straighten back up, and adjust my tie.

“The meeting begins now,” I announce.
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THERE ARE NO OTHER bodyguards present besides mine. Each of them is positioned behind a member of the Brotherhood or an associate, ready to act if necessary.

The soldiers also swept the room three times before the meeting, searching for bugs or weapons. It doesn’t matter that the property we’re on is mine; I have enemies everywhere.

Glasses of whiskey rest scattered on the solid wood table, alongside three of my guns. The one closest to me belonged to my father. It’s the same one I almost used to kill Golubev’s son earlier.

Occasionally, the men look from my face to the guns, and I know what they’re thinking: what would make me use them on them. What they might not realize is that I’m not a revolver man. I like blades. When I want to kill someone myself, it’s intentional and personal.

Guns don’t give me pleasure. Knives, yes.

I look around, observing the men who, unbeknownst to most of the population, run our country under my orders, from the shadows.

The associates aren’t members of the Organization, but they’re still important pieces for some of the legal, above-board negotiations we have with other countries, mainly the United States.

The Brotherhood cell has been expanding rapidly in North America, particularly in Atlanta, and if it weren’t for my lack of desire to leave Russia, I would have already started splitting my life between there and here.

My gaze passes over the faces of these “upstanding men.” Soft hands, expensive suits, impeccable appearance, but almost as soulless as I am.

The atmosphere is thick with tension on their part. They’re afraid to address me, especially after what happened before the meeting began.

Golubev hasn’t looked at me again. He’s probably assumed my treatment of his useless son was due to the disrespect shown to me.

Or does he know his offspring is a potential rapist? Yes, because if you can’t keep your hands to yourself around your own sister, certainly no woman is safe near you.

Had our first contact not happened the way it did, it’s likely Iris would have ended tonight between my sheets. That’s why I followed her when she left the ballroom. I’ve never denied myself carnal pleasures.

The fact that the approach happened in such an unusual manner, however, made me pull back.

“We will assume control of half of Russia’s commercial cargo fleet starting next year,” I say, forcing my focus back to what matters, though the image of the curvaceous woman keeps filling my mind, again and again.

All eyes turn to me, expectant.

“What percentage will we profit if...”

“There is no ‘if.’ The decision has been made. You will benefit as well, but along with the previous changes, each of your companies will now have a member of the Organization on the board of directors.”

​
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CHAPTER 6
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Iris

I STAYED IN THE GREENHOUSE for nearly an hour after the Pakhan left, his final words circling my mind.

“Trust no one, and above all, do not trust saviors. They do not exist.”

It might have been good advice, but the fact is, whether he willed it or not, Ruslan Vassiliev, Russia’s most powerful villain, was my hero today.

When I finally mustered the courage to return to the party, two men—unmistakably bodyguards—were waiting for me outside.

I know everyone who works security for my family, so I know they aren’t my father’s employees.

They didn’t speak to me, and I didn’t speak to them. Instead, I pretended it was the most natural thing in the world to be escorted.

Mainly because my mind was far too occupied with the night’s events to bother with the guards.

Inside me, it was as if a volcano had erupted. A chaos of feelings and emotions I’d never experienced before.

A mix of absolute panic over my half-brother’s actions, and a cold, fluttering dread in my stomach at having been saved by someone like the Pakhan.

Oh, and let’s not forget a hefty dose of my own stupidity, because only an idiot would feel protected in the devil’s presence.

The moment I step into the ballroom, several heads turn to look at me, and my secret wish is for the floor to open up and swallow me whole.

Instead, I walk calmly into the midst of Russian high society, disguising my urge to go home and take refuge in my books.

Earlier today, just minutes after arriving at the reception, I’d noticed some women looking at my body. I suspected the reason: I’m quite curvy, which is very, very different from the standard for Russian girls my age.

Tired of being examined, I’d tried to escape to the bathroom for a moment, but the attempt only confirmed that my body was indeed the reason for their keen interest. I overheard two young women talking about how Veniamin Golubev’s daughter was “enormous.”

I wasn’t offended. I don’t think I’m the most beautiful woman in the world, but I don’t have self-esteem issues, even though I know I’m nowhere near skinny.

Still, I would have been more comfortable in the black dress I’d initially chosen, far more discreet than this one, which puts my breasts on display more than I’d like.

I noticed none of the other girls tried to talk to me. They kept their distance, as if I were a strange specimen they weren’t yet sure whether to exterminate or play with.

“It would be nice to have a friend here,” I think, sighing.

The closest thing to that in my life right now is my stepmother.

As if she knows I’m thinking of her, Anfisa materializes a few steps away the moment I enter the hall. There is nothing friendly in her expression, however.

She’s never looked at me like this before. In fact, for someone who was betrayed by my father with my mother, Anfisa received me—the fruit of her husband’s escapade—remarkably well.
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