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Maxim

Moscow — Russia

Past

“IS HE DEAD?” I HEAR a voice ask, but it seems to come from very far away.

“Almost, but he’s still breathing. What do you want me to do with him? I could end the boy’s suffering with a single bullet.”

“No. I value loyalty. He went against his own father to protect the Organization. This one understands that the Brotherhood is above family.”

“They say he’s a little crazy.”

“Which of us isn’t? Regardless, the boy has courage. Not just anyone would stand up to an avtoritet to fulfill his duty of loyalty to the Pakhan.”

“You’re not usually this generous, Papa. Some would say the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. What if he’s like his father?”

“In that case, why didn’t he let the bastard go through with the plan to kill me? No, the boy is cut from a different cloth. And what I’m doing isn’t about generosity, it’s about thinking ahead. I can count on one hand the number of people who would truly die for me and my family. He’s younger than my grandsons. One day, Yerik and Grigori will be in charge, and they’ll need real men beside them.”

I think they keep talking, but I’m not sure. I wake and lose consciousness several times.

Still, I understand that the Pakhan thinks I did what I did for him, but I didn’t. My decision had nothing to do with anyone, but with something.

Rules. That’s what I live by. I never break them.

They are my true god, far above what people call feelings or emotions. I have no love and no anger inside me.

I can’t understand those concepts, but rules are simple: follow them or break them. There are always only two choices.

Black or white. Gray is an impossibility, and also an excuse for those who can’t keep their word.

I’m not offended by insults or broken by torture. I don’t fear death or feel afraid of anything, except having my life fall outside the standards I’ve established.

I need standards, and I look for them everywhere.

When he discovered my ability to think one hundred percent of the time in a purely logical way, my father used it for a long time in his work for the Organization. What he didn’t understand is that this wasn’t just a trait of mine, it’s who I am. In everything, in every area of my life, I seek patterns. It’s how I make sense of the world around me. It’s how I discovered his betrayal.

He wasn’t just stealing; he planned to hand the Pakhan over to our enemies, and that would have disrupted my plan to continue serving the Organization.

It would have interfered with the weapons shipment deliveries, whose routes I had calculated with mathematical precision.

It would have brought a new boss to the Brotherhood, who might have wanted to modify the profit spreadsheet and start unnecessary wars.

I hate change. Any alteration destabilizes me. Even a contingency plan, for me, has to be analyzed in advance.

I cough and feel myself suffocating.

The air is thick with a strange mixture.

One of the smells is blood, I know. I’ve been accustomed to that scent since I was a boy. At thirteen, I killed for the first time. My father’s twisted idea for my initiation into the Organization.

As for the other odor, I believe it’s antiseptic, so I think I must be in a hospital.

I don’t care, I just want to be healed.

I need to be stitched up so I can get back to my work. If it takes too long, it will disrupt my schedule, and I don’t tolerate unforeseen events.
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Ana

Russia

Seventeen Years Later

A CROW SWOOPS LOW OVER our heads, its black wings spread as if it wishes to cloak us in its darkness. Grandma used to say crows are a sign of bad luck, and I’m starting to believe she was right.

As a good Russian, I’m superstitious. If someone spills salt on the table at dinner or lunch, I brace myself for a fight. If my right eye itches, I’m sure good news is on its way. I also get angry if, on my birthday, a relative gives me slippers as a gift. That can only mean I’ll be hospitalized soon.

My younger sister, Taisiya, doubles over laughing when we talk about this. Her argument is that there’s no scientific proof these things would happen. I don’t argue; I just keep following Grandma’s advice and keeping anything that might bring me bad luck far away. I could tell her there’s also no scientific proof that God exists, and yet we believe in Him, but why hurt her? Taisiya has great faith and intends to spend the rest of her life serving Our Lord.

“Papa would never allow it, and besides, it would ruin my dreams of being a famous ballerina and traveling the world to perform.”

She looks at me with pity, and I think I know why: we are mafia princesses. We have no choices about marriage, not even if we will marry one day. It is a certainty, and it will happen as soon as we turn eighteen. Perhaps sooner. So, plans to travel with a ballet company are unrealistic.

“You’ll never know if you don’t try, Ana.”

My sister is the best person in the world. Always sweet, funny, and kind. It’s hard to believe she’s my stepmother’s daughter. But she’s also completely nuts.

“Taisiya, you’re the one who wants to be a nun, not me. Although you’d be the craziest nun in the country.”

Our family is an exception in Russia. Unlike most of the population, who are Orthodox Catholics, we are Roman Catholic, and since she was little, Taisiya has said she’s going to be a bride of Christ.

I want a very different life for myself. My mother died when I was still a baby, and I’ve been raised by my stepmother for as long as I can remember, and by the way, she detests me. Kristina isn’t a terrible person just to me, but to the whole world. Even so, I can’t bring myself to hate her too much, since she gave me my sister. Taisiya is my sun. Along with Papa, the person I love most in the world.

“You wouldn’t be a nun, you silly girl. You’d only pretend to want to be one, and then, later, you could flee the country.”

“You are definitely not well, sister. Where would I go? Papa would have me back in a flash, and he’d be furious.”

She rolls her eyes.

“As if he stays angry with you for more than five minutes, right? If the men in the Organization knew how soft he is with us, they wouldn’t fear him so much.”

“For your mother’s sake, he’d be stricter,” I say before I can stop myself, and immediately regret it. “I’m sorry, sister. I shouldn’t have said that.”

“It’s fine. I love her out of obligation, but I know Mama is very cruel to you.”

I suspect the reason. She’s jealous of me with our father because she knows he’s still in love with Mama, even after all these years since she died. I look just like her. The same shade of blonde hair, which Papa says is like wild honey, the same blue-green eyes, slender and petite. The ideal ballerina’s body.

I look up at the sky, which is now beginning to fill with clouds, and sigh dejectedly.

A convent! What a crazy idea from my sister.

“Why are you bringing this up today?” I ask.

“I don’t want to tell you the reason, because I don’t want to make you sad.”

“Impossible. I’m the smiley girl. I have to be, to show off my gapped front teeth. It’s my charm,” I say, and as I expected, she bursts out laughing. “Tell me what’s wrong, Taisiya. I know you. You wouldn’t come with this convent talk without a reason.”

“I heard my mother talking to Papa. She wants him to promise you to one of her cousins.”

“What?”

“He’s also a member of the Organization. A high-ranking member, Ana. Papa can’t refuse, because it’s a great match, according to Mama.”

I feel my stomach turn. I knew I’d have to marry one day, and that it would be to a man my father chose, but I didn’t expect that, having just turned fifteen, they’d already be making arrangements for a union. In my silly dreams, I believed I could keep dancing and performing, as I have since I was little.

Kristina, like us, was also a Mafia Princess, and her marriage to my father was arranged. I don’t know if she loved him when she married him, but I think she does now, which means these marriages can work out. Still, I’m not ready to be anyone’s wife. I’m just a girl.

“Maybe this man, my future husband, will let me keep dancing and performing in theaters here in Moscow. Not for the money, just for the pleasure of it.”

“He won’t let you, Ana.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I heard him talking with Mama. He wants heirs as soon as you’re married.”

A shudder of disgust runs through me. That means having sex with this unknown man.

“How old is he?”

“Much older than our father. I’d guess around sixty.”

“Oh, my God!”

“That’s why I’m telling you to try the convent alternative. Say we’ll go together.”

“Papa will never fall for that. He knows I don’t want to be a nun.”

“Calm down, I have it all planned. You’ll tell him you want to live in the convent to be near me, but that as soon as you turn eighteen, you’ll leave to get married. Once we’re there, you’ll run away.”

“Do you have a fever? You must be delirious, Taisiya. I wouldn’t survive a day on the streets. We were raised as proper ladies; we know nothing of the world.”

“I know, Ana, but you need to trust me. We’ll figure it out. I can’t let you go live with that man. He turns my stomach.”

A chill runs through me. My sister is always cheerful, and her serious face now doesn’t suit the sweet girl who wakes me up by jumping on my bed every day.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“This man, Ayrtom, is not a good person.”

“How do you know that?”

“The things he and my mother talked about... I didn’t understand much of what they said, but I didn’t like what I did understand, Ana. My mother doesn’t like you. This marriage won’t be for your benefit.”

“Then why would Papa allow such a thing?”

“You know the reason. The Organization always comes first. It’s above family, even.”

“You seem older than me. More prepared for the world, too. How is that possible?”

There’s only a year between us, but Taisiya seems to know all the answers, and I am nothing but questions.

“Our cook said the other day that I’m an old soul. She was explaining to me, hidden from Mama, some of her beliefs, and said that in her religion, people reincarnate, so she’s sure I’m on my last reincarnation because my heart is old for my age.”

“You’re an angel, that’s what you are. If I go far away, if this crazy plan to run away actually works, I’ll die of missing you. Not seeing you anymore will be like losing half my heart.”

“It’s only until you’re safe. Then you can come back to find me.”

“It’s not what I dreamed for myself. Not the convent, and certainly not a husband. I want a stage and my pointe shoes.”

“Trust in God. You’ll have all that. Let’s go talk to Papa together. He won’t deny us this request,” she says, holding my hands. “That way, we’ll have a three-year head start to figure out what to do. Who knows, maybe by then this man will find another bride and you’ll be free.”

“I won’t be free forever. You’ll only manage this because your calling to the faith is genuine, just as mine is to dance.”

“Let’s not think so far ahead. One day at a time. The most important thing is for you to know that I will always love and protect you, Ana. Even if we’re far apart, I will protect you.”
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Ana

Russia

Three Months Later

“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU decided to get sick right before we’re supposed to go to the convent,” I say, pretending to joke, but feeling absolutely miserable inside.

“Right? I’m going to miss the welcome party. I had a whole dance planned with the Mother Superior for tonight, but I’ll have to take a rain check,” my sister says between coughs, and I roll my eyes.

Taisiya caught a virus, and the doctor won’t let her travel until she’s one hundred percent recovered.

“I don’t want to go without you.”

“It’s not like you’re traveling to purgatory, Ana. Papa even got the nuns to agree to let you bring your ballet slippers to practice in your room.”

I sit on the edge of her bed, dying to hug her, but the doctor also said no physical contact between us, or I might contaminate all the nuns when I arrive.

“Promise me you’ll get better soon,” I plead. “We’re not twins by accident, you know. I swear I can feel your pain.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. Your calling is to be a ballerina, not an actress, Ana.”

“I know I exaggerate sometimes, but I’m not joking about how much I’ll miss you, Taisiya. Don’t make me wait too long.”

“Anastacia, it’s time,” my father says from the doorway.

“I’m coming, Papa!”

He leaves to let me say a proper goodbye to my sister.

“I’ll be better in no time. Just try not to have the nuns tearing their hair out by practicing at dawn.”

“I’m bringing my wireless headphones. I won’t make a sound. If anyone’s going to cause a revolution in that convent, it’s you. When I picture you as a nun, I just think of that old movie, Sister Act.”

“I relate,” she says, smiling, but then starts coughing again.

“I’ll see you in a week at most?” I ask, offering my pinky finger for her to squeeze with hers.

“You can bet on it. Your life isn’t nearly as fun without me in it.”

“It really isn’t. I need you, Taisiya.”

[image: ]

Two Days Later

“ANASTACIA, THERE IS someone outside who wishes to see you,” a nun says, entering my room without knocking.

This isn’t unusual. Since I arrived, I’ve been instructed to never lock my door, and though it irritates me, I’ve obeyed, because when Taisiya gets here, she’ll share the room with me. With my sister by my side, I won’t even mind the nuns bothering me every five minutes.

I’ve never been rebellious; I’m a normal girl. At home, Papa let me voice my opinions, even if he sometimes gave me a verbal ear-pulling when he thought I was overdoing it. Here, I can’t say a thing. I have to pretend to be grateful even for the air I breathe, and the only way I’ll survive being in this place for the next three years is by having my sister with me.

I glance at the clock on my nightstand.

One in the morning.

What does the sister want with me at this hour?

I don’t have much time to think because she then switches on the lamp.

“Why are you still lying down? I said there is someone who wants to see you.”

Inside my head, I roll my eyes.

Does she think I’m a doll? I was fast asleep and I’m still trying to orient myself in the world.

“I’m getting up now, Sister,” I say, having no idea which nun I’m talking to, as my eyes still can’t focus on anything. “Could you tell me who wants to see me?”

“Your godfather.”

The short answer sends a sensation like an iron ball churning in my stomach.

Ruslan is here?

He is my godfather and also the former Pakhan of the Organization, and even though I’m still a girl, I understand a thing or two about the Brotherhood, mainly from overhearing my father’s conversations with his men. I know the Papa would only come to see me if something very serious had happened. Especially at this hour.

What flashes through my mind is that Taisiya has taken a turn for the worse, and I feel my eyes sting with the urge to cry.

“Anastacia!”

I jump out of bed. Without looking at the nun, I hurry to the bathroom and grab from behind the door the clothes I wore during the day: an ankle-length plaid pleated skirt and a white, short-sleeved button-up shirt. More boring, impossible. I don’t wear a novice’s habit yet because, for now, I’m just a student, since this is also a girls’ boarding school.

I emerge, hurried and anxious.

“Please, take me to see him. I’m ready.”

The walk to meet him fills me with conflicting feelings. While I desperately want to be sure my sister is okay, I fear the answer. My heart is pounding so hard against my chest I could swear I feel it knocking against my ribs.

When I reach the library, I see my godfather with his back to me. Even though many years ago, when I was still little, he passed the title to his grandson, the current Pakhan Yerik, there isn’t a single soul on Russian soil who doesn’t fear him.

Ruslan is a big man, and his mere presence makes people bow their heads in respect. Even Taisiya and Kristina seemed uncomfortable around him, as if they didn’t know how to act.

Not me. Even though I know who he is—because since childhood I was taught to respect the men of the Organization, especially our leader—I never feared him. Ruslan has always been like a grandfather to me, since I never got to know my own, on either side.

“Godfather?” I call out.

I think he already knew I was here. My father always said the former Pakhan never turned his back, not even on a friend, and the fact that he’s taking his time to turn around makes my stomach twist into knots.

When he finally does, the way he looks at me drains all the strength from my legs. Whatever has happened, it is not good news he brings.

“Anastacia.”

He extends his hand toward me so I may kiss it, as is customary. I walk over to him, God only knows how, because my whole body feels like it’s made of jelly.

Holding the enormous hand in both of mine, I kiss it tenderly. I hold almost as much love for him as I do for my own father.

When I look up at his face again, what I see makes the tears start to fall uncontrollably.

“Taisiya?” I ask, begging in my head for him to say no.

Before he gives me an answer, however, several pieces of the puzzle that his presence here represents begin to click into place.

If something happened to my sister, why is it my godfather who came to tell me, and not my father?

“Taisiya?” I insist, and the question scrapes my throat raw. In a single answer, he could make my entire world disappear.

His hands come up to cradle my face, and he looks directly into my eyes when he finally says:

“All of them.”
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Maxim

Boston — Massachusetts

Three Years Later

“YOU LOOK BORED,” LEONID says with irony.

It’s his twisted idea of a joke because, according to him, I’m always bored.

At first, I didn’t really understand when he said things like that to me. Or rather, I understood them literally. Reading people isn’t my strong suit. Catching that their words don’t always match what they mean is even harder, but after nearly two decades with the cretin, I can now tell a joke from when he’s being serious.

“That was a lot of fun,” the driver, a rookie, says, chiming in as he glances back.

Nowadays, it’s rare for me to hit the streets to handle problems. Mainly because we’re at war with a Mexican cartel and Yerik ordered minimal exposure. This time, however, it was unavoidable. First, because the shit hit the fan in my territory, and second, because I like to punish traitors myself.

A lot has changed since the early morning Ruslan saved me from death. Leonid says I’m almost human now.

These days, I can understand people and their emotions a little better.

Fear, joy, irritation. I can detect each of those vibrations.

Feelings, however, remain a kind of secret code to me.

There is one thing, though, that remains my true north. Rules. I’m still obsessively attached to them.

I don’t give a second chance to anyone who breaks mine.

“You’re really good with a knife, boss. There wasn’t much left of them that didn’t look like sliced steak.”

“Eyes on the road,” I command, and the kid immediately turns around. Our eyes meet in the rearview mirror and I see fear on his face.

It’s not something I desire. In fact, I’m completely indifferent to being feared.

Some men in the Organization revel in inspiring terror in everyone around them. For me, it’s enough that they obey my orders without question and never break our damn rules. That will guarantee them an honorable death when the time comes. Because sooner or later, it will.

A soldier’s life isn’t hard. He obeys his superiors and keeps his mouth shut. In return, his pockets stay full. Aside from the part where soldiers can be taken out at any moment, of course. But anyone who joins the Organization knows they have a target on their back.

“Maxim,” Leonid calls me again, because I’m stuck inside my head, as happens most of the time.

His tone changes, and now I know he’s being serious.

All five men I’m closest to, including the former Pakhan, worry about me. It’s always been that way, ever since I joined the Brotherhood as a teenager.

Ruslan said it’s because I don’t talk much. But after all this time, shouldn’t they be used to it by now?

Maybe the only one who can understand me is Ruslan. In the beginning, he was the only one I’d talk to, and even then, I didn’t have much to say. I never had friends, since until my father discovered my abilities, I lived locked in a cage.

After they treated my wounds when they rescued me, the former Pakhan wanted to know why I confronted my father that night, when the chances of him killing me were high.

I told the truth. I don’t accept rules being broken, because they create change. I like to do everything the same. The routine. It allows me to understand the world around me.

“I thought you’d have fun going out to play, like in the old days,” he continues.

“We didn’t play. We tortured those men to make an example.”

“It’s a figure of speech.”

I turn to him.

“Blood isn’t fun. It ruins my clothes, and now I have to throw this suit away.”

“You have enough money to buy the company that makes these suits, brother.”

It’s true, but I don’t like any kind of dirt or disorder.

“Why did you think it would be fun to go out together like in the past?”

“Don’t you miss working the streets?”

“No. I never liked that. I prefer the office,” I say, starting to get irritated.

“I know, genius. You like to plan, and you’re good at it. I’m not trying to be an asshole.”

“That would be a novelty.”

“Are you being ironic?”

“No. It’s just what I think. I don’t know your mother, but I know it’s an expression used when someone is a bastard, and you are one.”

He guffaws.

“You are one weird fucker, Maxim, and yet one of my favorite people in the world.”

“You can’t know that. You don’t know enough people for a comparative analysis.”

“Jesus, I missed you, man!”

I look at him because I never know when he’s being serious. I like Leonid as much as the others, but with him, I almost have conversations. So, I guess I missed him too. I shouldn’t have, because he’s an unpredictable guy, which goes against what I prefer in my life.

We haven’t been based in Atlanta for a long time. Since Yerik took over as Pakhan, the territories were divided, and each of the top lieutenants—the four of us—was sent to a key state for the Organization.

“Do you really have to leave California?” I ask.

At first, his lieutenant post was in Seattle, but he couldn’t stand being there for long. He moved to California months after Dmitri married Yulia.

It was right after the first war against a smaller Mexican cartel was brought under control. About three months ago, however, hell broke loose. This time, against the most powerful drug cartel in North America, Los Morales.

Yerik ordered Leonid back, since he was the only one of his trusted men still in command on the West Coast.

There’s also greater care regarding wives and children. The Pakhan’s kids are the closest to their teens, and especially his oldest boy has been getting a bit out of control, according to what Talassa complained to me about on the phone yesterday.

It’s different when we are threatened versus when the danger falls on the family. I don’t think anyone in the Organization’s upper echelon fears death, but a strange feeling fills my head when I think of one of my nephews—Yerik’s, Grigori’s, and Dmitri’s kids—getting hurt.

“I’ll split my time between Atlanta and here with you. There’s not much to be done on the other coast for now. Do you have a plan yet?”

“Not now,” I say, because besides the rookie, there’s one of our men with us in the car.

He nods, because he understood what I didn’t say: we can’t trust just anyone after the leak from one of our routes we discovered today.

“Right. So, what’s good in this town?”

“You want a woman to fuck?”

“You, as always, a lord. Yes, my friend. I want one. Or several.” He laughs. “Let’s go to your club. I heard there’s a new stripper there. I need to unwind after all this shit today.”

“Have fun. I can’t. I have a meeting with Ruslan. I need to take a shower first, though.”

“He’s in the country?”

“Yes,” I say simply, without explaining that I have no idea why the former Pakhan wants to see me.

“Is that why you want to go home first? To change? You know the old man won’t care about a little blood,” he says, looking at my clothes, which only have a few spatters that are barely visible on the dark suit. As the kid said earlier, I’m skilled with a knife. “We can go to the club together after. I think you need to get laid too, man. Your mood is shit.”

“No, what I need is to get clean. I don’t like dirt, and I’m filthy.”

He stares at me in silence. Sometimes I think he knows about my past, even though he’s never brought it up. I don’t care.

I look back out the window.

“Alright, brother. Go take care of your cleaning. We can go out tomorrow.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4

[image: ]




Maxim

Hours Later

RUSLAN WILL BE HERE in just over half an hour, and I know he’ll be punctual. We’re identical in that respect.

After my shower, I bagged my clothes and shoes to be incinerated tomorrow. I never leave a trace, however small. Some would say a wash would be enough, but I’d see the blood forever, every time I wore them.

It’s not the substance itself. Blood doesn’t affect me. I’ve seen enough of it in my life. The problem is the certainty that those clothes would never be completely clean again.

I like cleanliness. I need it in my perfectly ordered world.

I look at my notebook screen, where I was making my final check of the day to ensure the shipment route to Mexico is properly secured.

All Los Morales need is one slip-up from us to intercept and steal the merchandise. It wouldn’t be the first time, and it’s always a fucking headache because it makes us look weak to the buyers.

Besides, I’m tired of these games.

They vanish with a shipment, we blow up one of their cartel’s coke labs. Then, a few bodies from both sides get scattered across the country as proof neither party is playing around, and the next week it all starts again.

Yerik is going crazy with this shit, and I know we have to close this door fast before other enemies, thinking we’re bleeding, decide to attack too. That’s how it works in our world. At the slightest sign of weakness, the vultures circle. That’s why it’s so important to settle this with the Mexicans.

There’s a conflict brewing with the Sicilians in New Orleans. We can’t fight on two fronts.

As if it weren’t enough that our territories are overlapping and those sons of bitches want the areas where we have casinos, their capo has an old grudge against Ruslan, one that was paused a few years back. The truce, however, definitively ended last week when one of our soldiers was killed by their counselor’s son. It’s not about the man himself, but the clear sign of disrespect.

I touch the first sphere of the Newton’s cradle I built myself. Watching its motion slows my mind. I need to detach to plan, because I’m always a step ahead of what’s happening around me, which ends up making concentration difficult.

With the Mexicans, specifically, I know what we have to do. It won’t be simple and might irritate Talassa and Lara a bit, but there’s no other solution.

We’ll have to take something—someone, in this case—of value from Fernando Morales. It’s the only way to draw him out of hiding. I’ve exhausted every means to get his location, and so far, nothing.

The Narco Baron, as the world knows him, hasn’t been seen in years, like a ghost. We don’t even have photographs, except one from when he was a teenager. But he has a weakness, and when we obtain his most precious possession, we’ll have him on his knees.

The buzzer for the ground-floor entrance sounds, and I know it can only be Ruslan. No one else could get past the guards without me being notified. The entire building—a former factory I converted into a luxurious, comfortable loft—is mine.

I stand and walk at my usual pace. I know it will take exactly thirty-five steps from here to the industrial elevator door.

It’s noisy and groans every time it moves. It was one of the few things I didn’t renovate, and in a way I can’t explain, I like it. I feel its vibration when it’s running. Like a real breath, showing me I’m not merely a spectator of life. I’m part of the scene, even if the role of observer suits me better most of the time.

The old structure finally stops, but the door doesn’t open. I have to key in a security code, or I could even, with a simple button press, send the elevator crashing down the shaft.

After typing the seven digits, I’m face to face with the only paternal figure I’ve known, who by age is more like a grandfather.

“Pakhan.”

In my head, I sometimes refer to him as the former Pakhan, but the truth is, for me, he coexists alongside Yerik, because there’s still immense energy in the man before me. He doesn’t seem anywhere near retired.

“Son, it’s good to see you.”

He doesn’t hug me like he does others when he meets them, because he knows I don’t care much for physical contact.

The bodyguards who came up with him sweep my apartment. It’s routine, and even if I don’t particularly enjoy having others in my space, it’s part of who we are.

Then, they’re dismissed by the Pakhan.

“Drink?”

“Without the girls finding out?” he asks, winking at me.

He’s referring to Talassa, Yulia, and Lara, who police his health more strictly than a medical team would.

“I’m good with secrets.”

I pour a measure of whiskey for each of us and we walk to the main living area. My whole place is open, almost wall-less, and even from the upper floor you can see practically the entire apartment.

“I like it here,” he says, looking around.

“Isn’t it too dark? Talassa and Lara complained when they visited last month.”

He rolls his eyes.

“According to them, everything should be in nude, whatever the hell that means.”

“How long are you staying?”

Ruslan currently spends more months of the year on his island than in Russia or the States.

Before answering, he takes a sip of his drink.

“Only as long as necessary. How are things?”

“You already know the answer.”

He’s asking about the war with the Mexicans.

“Yes, I know, but I want to hear your perspective.”

“We’ll have to kidnap someone from Morales’s family. It’s the only way to make him show his face.”

“And who’s to say he will? I don’t believe there’s anything sacred to that bastard.”

“Everyone has a weakness. You would do anything for your children and grandchildren.”

“Yes, but I wouldn’t leave my family exposed in the first place.”

“They’re disorganized. There are many gaps in the security around his family.”

“Then why haven’t we grabbed him yet?”

“Because he’s a ghost. He’s not with his relatives; he’s on the run all the time.”

“And what do you have in mind?”

“He has a bastard daughter.”

“Who doesn’t?” he asks, and I know it’s a rhetorical question. Ruslan had far more children before he married than after he found his Iris.

“This one is special. From the only woman he ever loved, they say. He protects her. She doesn’t have his surname, and few know of the connection.”

I don’t need to say much more. He understands my plan.

“Is Yerik aware of this?”

“Yes. He didn’t like the idea of involving Fernando’s daughter, but there’s no alternative. It’s this or, very soon, there will be a bloodbath across the country, which is good for neither side. We have far more to lose than they do. The FBI has been on our trail for years.”

In the last decade, dozens of our men have been imprisoned. We’ve tried to stay off the radar. Of course they know about our activities, just like the other mafias operating here, but they can’t prove it. For all intents and purposes, we’re in real estate and nightlife entertainment.

“Are you sure he’ll give himself up for this daughter?”

“No one can be sure of anything, but it’s our only chance. Leonid will lead the operation. If all goes well, our business will be realigned soon. And the West Coast will be free of the damn cartel.”

“And you’ll get to reorganize your beloved patterns.”

“I don’t like distractions. I want to expand our arms supply to some Latin American countries we’ve never dealt with. Unnecessary deaths end up drawing attention to us, making it impossible for the Organization to grow.”

“How long do you plan to take to bring her in?”

“We have to plan carefully. Two months, maybe. There’s no room for error. If we fail, no one will be safe.”

“Just as my grandson does, I trust you. I know you’d never involve his family if there were another solution.” He crosses one leg over the other. “Now, let’s talk about the real reason for our meeting. Do you remember when I told you about my goddaughter?”
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CHAPTER 5
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Maxim

“WHICH ONE?”

Ruslan doesn’t just have children and grandchildren scattered across the globe, but also a few godchildren from his small circle of close friends.

“Anastacia.”

“Yes, the girl who lost her family in the fire.”

He nods, his face serious.

We know it was intentional. Whoever did it wanted to wipe out the entire family, but we haven’t found the one responsible yet.

I try to recall the information he gave me at the time.

The surviving girl’s father, a high-ranking member of the Organization, was under Ruslan’s protection. Yerik’s grandfather was deeply shaken back then and ordered Russia turned upside down until the culprit was found, but nothing came of it. Whoever caused those deaths covered their tracks very well.

“As I recall, she’s in a convent, right? Going to be a nun.”

He sets his glass on the small table beside him.

“Yes.” He runs his hands over his face. “Actually, it was Taisiya, the younger sister, who wanted to be a nun. Anastacia told me everything. Her father had promised her, informally, to Ayrtom Stepanchikov, a cousin of his wife, so the two little devils hatched a plan to delay that commitment: they would go to the convent together. Two days later, they were all dead. Anastacia only survived by a twist of fate.”

“Any chance Ayrtom had something to do with it?”

“We’ll never know for sure, but I investigated him. He even came to me when he found out I was Anastacia’s legal guardian. Promised to take care of the girl and wanted me to authorize their marriage as soon as she turned sixteen, but I not only denied his wish, I also told him that since the commitment wasn’t official, he could go look for another bride.”

“But why? Marriage would have been a good way to keep her protected.”

He smiles.

“You’ve got nerve, Maxim. Few men on this planet would have the audacity to question a decision of mine. I broke off the arrangement because my goddaughter told me she no longer wished to leave the convent. It would be her final tribute to her sister: to be a bride of Christ in her place. Since there was no formal commitment between her and the captain, I gave her my blessing to become a nun.”

“The man can’t have been very pleased.”

“I think what he wanted was a young body in his bed, it didn’t much matter whose. Only a few months after her family died, he married and is already a father.”

“If it wasn’t him, then who else could it have been? From what you told me, the house was set on fire while they were sleeping. It doesn’t make much sense for it to be someone from inside the Organization. I mean, I’m assuming if it was an act of revenge, it was directed at your goddaughter’s father. In that case, why not make it a grand spectacle? An exemplary death? There’s no pleasure in killing people who can’t fight back.”

He looks at me as if he can see right through me. It’s not the first time and I don’t mind, because I know he won’t find anything. What I say is exactly what I mean.

“Is there pleasure in killing?”

I don’t hesitate.

“Sometimes, yes. Other times, it’s just work.”

“True.” He picks up his glass again. “And in this case, it seems to have been something personal. I understand your point, and I also don’t think it was someone from inside the Organization.”

“Who, then?”

“I’m still working on that, and it’s precisely because of this matter that I’m here today.”

I wait, because I haven’t the faintest idea what he’s talking about.

“I made a promise at her father’s grave that I would keep her safe. I would go to hell and back to keep it.”

There’s anger in his voice.

“I can’t think of many places safer than a convent.”

“That’s what I thought, too.”

“What happened?”

He takes something from the inside pocket of his blazer—a photograph, I now see—and hands it to me.

“Anastacia is no longer protected at the convent.”

I look at the image. A nun, who looks like a novice too, her throat slit.
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