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Chapter One

Nikoli poured himself a healthy amount of vodka into a glass of ice and walked over to the window overlooking the city below. Lights twinkled from houses and offices near his own penthouse and blurred from a distance. The sounds of traffic went unheard as he watched the red tail lights disappear from sight, going on and off in every direction.

New York City was one town that never slept. It was always constantly moving as the inhabitants went about their daily or nightly business. He’d watched over the city now for twenty-three years. Nikoli frowned Had it really been twenty-three years since that first flight from Moscow?’

His mind slipped back in time and he watched as the six of them boarded the plane that would bring them here. All six of them were young and virile men, Himself, Yuri, Barshan, Sazon, Roman and Mikial. 

He saw his own reflection in the glass and noted that twenty-three years had changed him very little. He still had mostly dark hair although there was silver at his temples now and his beard was graying too. His silvery blue eyes now had crows’ feet at the corners but he was still as fit as he ever was. His shoulders were broader now than they had been back then. His shoulders were more muscled and his arms were huge. He was still a good six feet three inches tall but was more refined now than before. He was no longer the young man he was back then, now he was older and so much wiser. 

Gazing off into the distance, he remembered the very significant day he had found the five brothers... one very cold night in Russia. A night, he would probably never forget.

~*  *  *  *~

[image: ]


When the door opened and Nikoli had walked in, all five boys were hidden in the shadows watching him as he’d moved further into the room. He had come in alone but he wasn’t all that concerned about his own wellbeing.

Nikoli stopped in the middle of the room. He looked around the shabby run down gym and simply cocked an eyebrow. He searched the shadows and finally found the boys lurking there. He nodded at each one but didn’t say a word to any of them until he found all five.

Then he straightened his shoulders and addressed them, “Zdravstvuj,” he greeted hello. “My name is Nikoli Silvanic. Recently, I’ve heard of you five and I want to know more about you.”

“Just what have you heard?” Yuri called out without revealing himself.

Nikoli smiled. “I’ve heard that you have taken on the leadership of the Silver Fish, Igor Gustave, and that you’re willing to do battle against him. Voyna, war...” He paused then asked, “May I ask why you’ve targeted him and his gang?”

Yuri smiled as he answered Nikoli’s question, “He disrespected a friend of ours. We’re teaching the man how to respect his betters.”

Nikoli snorted. “The man has no respect for anyone but himself. Udači! Good luck with that.”

“What can we do for you, Mr. Bogach?” Roman finally asked.

Nikoli chuckled. “Mr. Money Bags?” He snorted. “Not hardly.”

“What can we do for you, Mr. Silvanic?” Yuri finally asked.

“I don’t know if you know who I am, but your struggle with the Silver Fish has not gone unnoticed,” Nikoli replied.

“Not gone unnoticed by whom?” Sazon wanted to know.

“I’m Bratva,” Nikoli admitted.

“Nyet! I think you should turn around and leave this place.” Yuri growled. “Menja v pokoe! You aren’t wanted here. Noka... just say goodbye.”

Nikoli exhaled a deep breath. “All I ask is that you hear me out.”

“There is nothing you can say that will ever change our minds about the Bratva,” Yuri informed him. “They are nothing but bullies pushing other people around and taking what they want.”

Nikoli shook his head. “You don’t know that. Maybe that’s the way they ran things years ago, but the Bratva is changing. It just all takes time.”

“So what the hell do you want with us?” Roman asked.

“The five of you are a force that’s been recognized as something that could be big.” Nikoli gazed at each of them as he spoke, “Apart, you are only one person but together, you are a wall that no one can crush. I want to train you on how the world works. I want you to work for me.”

“Don’t you need someone’s permission for that?” Barshan sneered.

Nikoli growled. “We are not animals, despite what you seem to have heard. The old days are gone, hopefully for good but the Bratva isn’t the dirty word it used to be anymore. Yes, we are an organization to be reckoned with but we aren’t like we used to be. We have become civilized much to our older generations discord.”

“We still do not want anything to do with you or your organization,” Yuri told him. “We do just fine on our own.”

“Did you know that Igor Gustave is planning on burning this building down to the ground? And that before he does that, he’s going to trap the five on you inside?” Nikoli asked softly. “He really wants all of you gone. He’s afraid that you are giving the people in this area hope again and that’s the last thing he wants. He wants everyone afraid of him, afraid to stand up to him, afraid to do something to piss off his tiny minded plans. ”

“How did you know that?” Roman asked.

“The Bratva is everywhere and we hear rumors too,” Nikoli assured him. “Igor is really getting mad at the five of you and he wants his pound of flesh, meaning he wants you all dead.” He shrugged. “He’s not exactly making that a secret. He’s also willing to pay for any information on any of you. He’s trying to find someone to betray you. He thinks he can become bigger than the Bratva. In fact, he wants to take over the entire city and challenge us for the power.”

Yuri snorted. “There is no one any of us can call family if that’s what’s your wondering about. The five of us are alone. Except for the man who once lived here. And Igor beat him to death about three weeks ago.”

Nikoli nodded. “Da...I know. The Bratva doesn’t usually step in to situations like this one but I want you five to work for me. I want you on my team and I will help you destroy Igor and the Silver Fish to get that.”

Yuri cocked his head and stared at the man for a moment. “Zachem? Why? Why us? What do you think we can do for the Bratva that no one else can do?”

Nikoli stared at him for a moment then said, “I think you can bring a sense of what’s right and wrong to the Bratva. I’ll admit I looked into your backgrounds and I couldn’t find much there. In fact, I couldn’t find anything written on paper about any of you. But I’ve been watching you for a while now and I like the way the people around here protect you. There has to be a reason for that. A reason for that kind of loyalty. They won’t talk about it, not to me and not to the Silver Fish. Especially not to the Silver Fish. I’ve seen you guys helping everyone you come into contact with, even if it’s only a smile you give them. You make them feel better. Ty sil'nyy... you are strong. They know someone out there is watching over them and they return the favor. That type of thing is very important to me. It tells me what kind of people you guys are.”

“And what kind of people are we?” Mikial asked.

Nikoli hesitated for a moment then answered the question put to him, “You are the kind of people that despite having nothing of their own, you give the little bit of extra to people around you. You make them feel safe. You stand up for the little person on the streets, yet you’re tough when you need to be.”

“So what?” Sazon shrugged. “Ja ne ponimaju. I don’t understand why you care.”

“I want that for my team,” Nikoli admitted. “Sergi Constantine the leader of the Bratva for most of Russia has given me permission to build my own team and I want the five of you on it. I think we could really go places together.”

“You’re still a crime syndicate,” Mikial reminded him.

Nikoli nodded. “Da, we are, but like I said, the Bratva is changing. You can be a part of that change, if you dare to take that step.”

“Nyet. We have to take care of Igor first,” Yuri said. “Then give us time to talk this over between ourselves and we’ll get back to you.”

Nikoli nodded. “Alright, I can live with that but if you like, I can help with Igor. In fact, it would be my pleasure to stick it to him. He’s been a plague on this city long enough.”

“And what could you do?” Roman asked.

Nikoli turned his head slowly to glare at him. “I could wipe him and his fucking Silver Fish off the map. Even if you take out Igor, there is always another one to take his place. The next one might not be the right one to lead the gang either. In fact, he might just make it tougher to live here. Right now, the Silver Fish only rule the streets in this part of the city. But they are like a plague to this city. They are spreading out slowly but steady and soon, they will be everywhere. You not only have to kill the big snake you have to take out the whole nest of snakes, if you really want to clean up this city.”

“And this man Sergi Constantine, he’s really okay with you taking us on?” Yuri asked. “I mean if we chose to come on board with you? I know you said he was but what will he think of you taking on five unknown boys for this job?”

Nikoli nodded. “Da. He is. He told me it was my team and that I could get whoever I wished.”

“And if you ask us to do something we don’t want to do?” Mikial asked.

Nikoli shrugged. “If you can tell me why you won’t do it and make your argument a good one, I can and will be reasonable. But you have to tell me why and come up with another plan to convince me.”

“There are certain things we cannot let go,” Roman stated. “We will not kill and we will not entertain crimes against the innocent, especially children and women. I know some women sell their bodies and if that’s what they chose as a way to make a living that’s their chose isn’t it? But I cannot be part of something that would force a woman to do that.”

“God forbid,” Nikoli agreed. “Children have a hard enough time simply growing up in this day and age. I know there are those out there that would exploit them for their own gain. I am not one of those people. And like you said, some women choose to sell themselves to men for money. I cannot force a woman to do that either.” He reached inside his pocket and pulled out a card. He held it out.

After a moment, Yuri came out of the shadows to confront him. He stared into Nikoli’s eyes and took the card from his fingers. “Can I ask what you would do to wipe out the Fish? That may be exactly what we need to do.”

“Da, I really think it is,” Nikoli agreed. “Because I can tell you one thing, if you don’t, they will keep coming after you until they end up killing all of you. They will take you out one at a time or all together but they will not allow you to live. Smert'...death. Of this, Sergi and I are sure.”

Yuri nodded. “I was thinking the same thing.”

Roman and Barshan stepped out of the shadows as well as Sazon and Mikial. “We all were thinking the same thing.”

Nikoli stared at them. “It’s not something that I like but sometimes it is necessary. I don’t like to ever think about ending another person’s life but when it’s you or them and them happens to be a man like Igor Gustave.” He shrugged. “The choice is a simple one. Igor is a slimy little snake. He has outlived his usefulness and the only ones that will miss him are those that will die with him. To tell you the truth, I’m not ever sure they would miss a man like him.”

“And will your boss, this Sergi guy be okay with this?” Sazon asked.

Nikoli chuckled. “Da. Sergi is the one who suggested it actually. He said that would accomplish two things at the same time. It would break up the discontent in the city and help to convince you to join us. He’s noticed you as well.”

Yuri looked at his brothers and frowned. “I’m not sure I like that idea. It’s more than a little creepy to think people are watching you and judging you by your actions.”

Nikoli grinned. “It’s not a bad thing in any way. The Bratva has noticed you because you give people hope when they had none. Times in this country are changing, some of them are good changes and some are not. Everyone can feel these changes and no one knows what tomorrow will bring. The Bratva must change as well and we are trying but we need men like you to help us bring these changes around. Please consider this idea. Požalujsta?”

The boys were surprised that a man like this had said please.

Yuri held his hand up. “Let us deal with Igor first, then we can let you know what we want to do.”

Nikoli nodded. “Fair enough. Now, let’s talk about how to deal with the Silver Fish.”

~*  *  *  *~

[image: ]


Nikoli had never forgotten the night he met all five of them. They were rag tag, young and fierce. He’d known they would all be the strongest addition yet to the Bratva and they had been. After 6 years of training and having them work inside the Bratva, he brought them to America and here they were...all a success in their own right, with mates and children. Time had been kind to them all. They had made him and Sergi proud over the years as well.

All of them had done extremely well for themselves. He was here in New York and the others were in New Orleans. They were their homelands representatives in all matters Bratva.

The people here respected them as such. New York was a hotbed of organized crime syndicates, you had the Russian, such as Nikoli, The Ukraines, the Italians, the Chinese, the Japanese, ect., ect. ect. He snorted as he thought about it.

New York could claim two UN’s one public and one not so public, but there all the same and each one fighting for its own place in the hierarchy of the city and the world.

Nikoli swirled the drink in his hand and took a healthy swallow. He thought he was ready to be on his own back then. He shook his head remembering his first few months here. Alone, he never would have made it, but he had the others, and he had his good friend Kosta. Kosta had watched his back while he got his feet firmly planted. Kosta and his brother Kirill. Kirill was still part of his staff and that man would have a home with Nikoli for the rest of his life. They had another brother Felix but Felix had stayed behind as a small piece of Sergi’s staff.

Nikoli didn’t know if he could live without Kirill around. All three Grigori brothers were loyal to their jobs and Bratva bosses. Kosta had gone willingly with Yuri and the others. He took his job as security very personal. Nikoli never doubted that for a moment. Which was why he insisted on both men coming over with him. Now that all his brothers were settled with wives and children of their own Nikoli felt really alone. His wife had been murdered so long ago and while he had his son back after a lifetime of being missing, he still felt alone. 

Even Kosta had found the right woman for himself and they were building a life together.

He remembered back to a week ago and smiled slightly. He thought about Kosta and his new bride. Sahara, or Salt as she had been named by Mikial’s wife Pepper as a child. Pepper had all but forgotten the other girl as the trauma she’d lived through hadn’t allowed her to remember the events of the night her mother was murdered in front of her.

Nikoli had to wonder just how strong the women his men had found really were. Each of them had their own story and somehow, they had found their real mates with the men he came to know and love. They completed the men he found on the streets of Moscow and slowly they had made a family.

That he found his son after a lifetime of wondering where he was or if he was still alive was nothing short of a miracle. Nicky was all he had left of the love he’d shared with Bethany, a love cut short by a mad woman, a love he never managed to find again.

He drew in a calming breath and could only be happy the week was over. The drama was over for now and everyone was safe. Salt’s father Leon had received a life sentence for the murder of her mother and his wife McKenna had died in the hospital, but not from the bullet, the security people shot her with. Instead, an almost invisible poison had restricted her muscles from being able to move until her heart stopped beating. The invisible part was not being able to trace the drug after death set in.

Everyone was still there when the Nomads showed up. When everything had been shown to them and those six men had taken over the investigation. Viktor Andronikov, Adrik Slavia, Andrey Valec, Ivan Youri, Grisha Andrev, and Matvey Jasha, along with two body guards, Deter Kantovic and Pyotr Osip. 

One glance had told everyone these men were highly trained and highly respected. But they in turn, returned the respect by admitting Sergi’s position in the Bratva as well as his own. While he might respect them and their positions in the scheme of things, he would not want to be the person they were hunting. He almost felt sorry for this guy, Tegan Averin. Almost but after what he read the trials Galina went through and he was sure other women had gone through at Tegan’s hands, he bid them good luck in their hunting. He almost wished he could be there when they found this bastard.

Yuri set the Nomads up to get their bearings for three days, then the six men left. They may have left New Orleans but not before they visited Alexi, with Sergi’s permission. Sergi had spoken to Viktor about the fact that he thought Alexi might be keeping his own secrets. He told them everything Salt had told them and Viktor agreed that the man was holding something back. Before those men left, they had found all his secrets and then some. Those six men had been brutal and in the end, Alexi begged for them allow him to die and that was fine with everyone present. He deserved nothing less than what he’d gotten. 

There was almost a look of relief on Leon’s face the next day when the Judge told him that his wife McKenna had died of the wounds she received before he sentenced Leon to the rest of his life in prison. But the woman had tried to kill in after all. Leon had turned his head and glared at Yuri, then Mikial and finally... Pepper. When he looked at Pepper, his glare turned to a sneer but he didn’t say anything as he was led out of the courtroom.

Nikoli hoped this small chapter in the moments of time were settled, once and for all. He couldn’t understand a father like Leon. Not embracing a child born of his blood. Nikoli was so grateful to have his son back. To Bratva... family meant everything. This Leon did not have a soul. He figured it had to be that. No heart, no soul. Just greed and avarice.

He walked over the open bar and was about to pour himself another drink when he heard a chime behind him. He moved over to his desk to the security cameras and watched as a woman walked down the hall toward his door. His was the only apartment on this floor and he had a security camera that let him know if anyone was coming down the hall to his penthouse. Her dress swayed side to side as her hips moved. Nikoli frowned as a memory came to mind. He had known a woman that walked like that but that was a lifetime ago. He realized he knew her but he couldn’t place her name.

When she paused outside his door, Nikoli walked over to the wooden portal to open it before she could even knock. 

The woman gasped and took a step back. 

Nikoli stared at her for a moment then asked, “Can I help you?” He took in her long blonde hair swept up and caught in a messy bun at the top of her head. The ends of her hair reached down almost to her hips. Her hair had a tight curly texture to it and he remembered being surrounded by it as he thrust up into her. 

Her brown eyes looked at him with a hint of fear in them. The woman wet her lips with the tip of her tongue and looked at him nervously, “I hope so, Nikoli, I really hope so.” Her words were soft spoken and had a nervous ring to them.

Nikoli’s eyes widened as he recognized her voice like an echo from his past and he stepped back as he whispered her name, “Bella? Is that you?”

She smiled and nodded. “Hello again, Nikoli. It’s been a while hasn’t it?”

Nikoli stared at the woman in front of him.  They were together only one night but it had been an unforgettable night. “Ten years I believe.” He stepped back and motioned for her to come inside his home.

Bella glanced around nervously as she walked inside the penthouse. Noticing the bank of windows, she moved toward it and looked over the city. “Wow, this is a spectacular view isn’t it?”

Nikoli snorted. “I doubt very much, you came to find me after all these years, for a chance to view the city from my windows.” He poured himself another drink and fixed one for Bella as well.

Walking over to her, he handed the glass of vodka neat to her. 

She took it but didn’t raise the glass to her mouth. 

Nikoli noted that she has was trembling a bit. Was she that afraid of him? Afraid he would do what he had done the last time they were together and dismiss her with nothing more than a stack of bills in her hand? Just like the last time she was in his presence.

He guided her to a sofa nearby and let her sit down. He sat down on the chair off to one side and waited for her to speak her business. When she didn’t he had to ask, “What brings you here to me tonight Bella?”

“I had to come,” she whispered brokenly. “I didn’t want to, but I had too.”

“Why?” he asked. “Was I so bad?”

She raised her gaze to him. “Oh god no, Nikoli. You were the best thing that has happened to me. But you did tell me we would only have that one night together, remember?”

Nikoli nodded. “I was such an ass back then wasn’t I?”

Bella shook her head. “No, you were strong and tender with me.” Cocking her head to one side she added, “I think you were hurting over something you wouldn’t share with anyone.” Then she paused and looked him over carefully. “But whatever it was back then is gone now. You seem calmer now. The pain that surrounded you is gone now, I think.”

Nikoli took a drink of his vodka. The ice clanked in the glass. “You always saw more than the next person didn’t you?” He shrugged. “Time has a way of lessening the pain of loss though doesn’t it?”

Bella shrugged. Looking away from him, she sipped at her drink.

“But that doesn’t explain why you’re here now does it?” Nikoli spoke softly. His eyes took her in and even after ten years, she still looked good. She was a little softer now and time had taken its toll on her but it had on him too.

She swallowed hard and her hands trembled as she almost spilled her drink. She hastily put the drink down on the coffee table. She didn’t say a word.

When she began wringing her hands together, Nikoli grew alarmed.

“What’s going on Bella?” he barked out.

Bella jumped and then shook her head. “I can’t do this,” she whispered wiping her tears away. “I can’t do this.” She got up and backed away from him. Turning away, she headed for the door.

Nikoli got up and rushed after her. Grabbing her by the upper arms, he held her back and growled in her ear, “What can’t you do Bella?”

Bella collapsed against him. 

Nikoli grabbed her more firmly and hauled her back to the sofa throwing her down on the cushions. Standing over her, he glared at her. “Answer me woman. What can’t you do? Who sent you here?”

Bella’s tears fell freely now, sitting up on the couch she grabbed her purse and would have opened it except Nikoli grabbed it away from her. He opened it and searched for weapons, then pulled out a package of tissues and handed them to her.

Bella took the tissues out and wiped her eyes. Mascara smudged the clean white of the tissue as she wiped her face. She sat there looking miserable, looking anywhere but at the man standing over her. Finally, she took a deep breath and turned to face him. “I was sent here to get you to a certain place at a certain time so someone could assassinate you.” Her body trembled as she said the words.

Nikoli frowned and sat down next to her. “Why?” he asked calmly with no emotion in his voice.

“Because that someone really hates you.” She sniffled through her tears. .

“Who is it? And why did he send you?” Nikoli probed.

Bella shook her head. For a long time she wouldn’t say a word then finally she admitted, “He found out my secret and is using it to hurt you.” 

Nikoli frowned. “What secret could you have that would hurt me?”

Bella hung her head and didn’t speak for a moment.

Nikoli reached out and cupping her chin, he brought her face up so she would meet his gaze. “What secret and why would it hurt me?” he repeated his earlier question in a harsh voice that brooked no denial. 

Bella noted his eyes. They had hardened over the past few minutes. His lips were harsh and his face was set in stone as his body tensed against the news she had delivered to him. There was a rage brewing in this man and he was about to let it loose on her. Not that she didn’t deserve it. “Ten years ago, we were both very different people. You were strong and very much in charge of where you were going and you knew what you wanted. Do you remember the night we met?”

Nikoli thought back ten years. He’d been a bastard to her and to everyone in his life back then. He was looking for his son and not finding him was beginning to get on his nerves. He’d met her on what would have been Nicky’s tenth birthday and the tenth anniversary of his wife’s murder. He’d been in a dark mood that night. Too many memories and too much pain of loss had been biting him deep that night.

At that time, he’d been a man who wasn’t afraid to use the power he’d earned to get his own way. It may have been selfish of him but he’d been very different back then. Demons chased him. Rage boiled within him at the loss of his wife and family. Yes, he wasn’t a very good person ten years ago, but he’d grown up a lot since then and with age came the wisdom he had today. 
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