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A Note from the Author




To everyone who thinks they wouldn’t fall for a mafia boss… please enjoy this gentle reminder that fictional men don’t count. In real life, we would flee so fast we would break speed records because absolutely not!!


Reality has bills, stress, suspicious neighbors, and Wi-Fi that gives up at the worst possible moment. Honestly, I am questioning all my life choices just thinking about it.


Fiction, however, gives us men who cross oceans, defy empires, had billions from who knows where, and arrive exactly when they are needed, usually looking unfairly good while doing it.


Welcome to the story.


XOXO,


Abigail O. Nwaocha











  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Abigail O. Nwaocha 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission. 

 This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental. 

 Abigail O. Nwaocha asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work. 

 Abigail O. Nwaocha has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet websites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

 Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher and the book are not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the book. 







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Chapter 1


The Rescue





Boris

The alley smelled like piss and rotting garbage. Boris Kuznetsov pressed his back against the cold brick, trying to remember how many bullets hit him. Three? Four? His right side was a screaming mess of torn flesh and shattered bone. Blood pooled beneath him, dark and slick in the sodium glow of a distant streetlight. 

His gun was gone. Lost it somewhere between the warehouse and here, when his hand stopped obeying commands. His knife, the ceramic blade he kept strapped to his ankle, might as well have been on the moon. Couldn't reach it. Couldn't feel his leg anymore.

The Volkovs would send someone to clean this up. They always did. Bodies didn't just disappear on their own in St. Odessa.

He heard footsteps. Slow, deliberate. Not running. Not panicking.

Professional.

Boris tried to move, but his body refused. Vision blurred at the edges. He tasted copper, thick and metallic on his tongue. A shadow fell across him, backlit by the streetlight. Woman. Alone.

Witness. Loose end.

His right hand twitched toward where his gun should be. Nothing. Just blood-slick fingers and empty air.

Can't even kill a witness. Pathetic.

"Boris Kuznetsov."

The voice cut through the fog in his skull. Cold. Professional. He knew that voice.

He squinted up at the silhouette, forced his eyes to focus. Dark hair pulled back. Tactical jacket. Gray eyes that caught the light like gunmetal.

Vera.

The fixer. Former GRU, or so the rumors said. Disappeared from the black market circuits about three years ago, showed up working for the church of all places. Pastor Miller's attack dog. The woman who brokered truces the families didn't want to admit they needed.

"Come to finish the job?" he rasped. Blood bubbled at the corner of his mouth. He swallowed it down, felt it coat his throat.

"No." She crouched beside him, close enough that he could see the scar bisecting her left eyebrow. "Come to save your miserable life. But if you'd rather bleed out in the street, I can leave."

He tried to laugh. It came out as a wet, choking sound. "Why?"

"Because you didn't stop me once." Her hands moved over him, efficient and clinical. Checking wounds, assessing damage. "And I pay my debts."

The docks. Eighteen months ago. He'd been overseeing a shipment inspection when he spotted her leading a girl, terrified and trembling, toward a service exit. One of the Volkovs' assets. Trafficking victim bound for God knows where.

He should have called it in. Should have stopped them. Should have shot them both.

Instead, he'd turned his back. Pretended he saw nothing. Let them disappear into the night.

Never told Ivan. Never reported it. Didn't even understand why he'd done it.

"That girl," he managed. Words cost him. Each one burned. "She make it out?"

Vera's hands paused on his ribs. Her eyes met his, sharp and searching. "She did. Safe house in Canada. Last I heard, she's in college now."

"Good." The word came out soft, barely audible.

"Can you walk?"

"No."

"Can you stand?"

"Probably not."

"Then this is going to hurt."

She hooked her arms under his shoulders and hauled him upright. Pain exploded through his torso, white-hot and blinding. He heard himself make a sound, something animal and raw. His vision went dark at the edges, then came back in bursts of color and shadow.

"Stay with me, Kuznetsov." Her voice was close to his ear, steady and commanding. "You don't get to die yet. You owe me a Sunday at church, remember?"

He didn't remember. Couldn't think past the agony tearing through his chest. But he nodded anyway, or thought he did.

She moved him through the alley with surprising strength for someone her size. Every step sent fresh waves of pain radiating through his body. His feet dragged, useless. Blood dripped from his fingertips, leaving a trail behind them.

"The Volkovs," he tried to say. Warning her. They'd send a cleanup crew. They'd find the blood trail. They'd come.

"Already handled." She adjusted her grip, taking more of his weight. "They think you're dead. Left you to bleed out with Sergei and Gregor."

Sergei. Gregor.

The names hit him like fists.

Sergei, who talked about his daughter's piano recitals between jobs. Who owed Boris fifty bucks from a poker game they'd never finish.

Gregor, twenty-two and eager, who thought the Volkovs were his ticket out of the east side slums.

Both dead. Left in that warehouse like garbage.

And Boris, crawling away like a wounded dog.

Disposable. All of us. Unless you carry the Volkov name.

"Where are you taking me?" The words slurred. His mouth wasn't working right.

"Somewhere they won't look."

"Church?"

"Clinic. Basement."

He tried to process that. Failed. Everything was getting fuzzy again, distant. The pain was still there, but it felt like it was happening to someone else. Someone far away.

"If I die," he said, or thought he said, "don't waste prayers on me."

"Wasn't planning to."

The world tilted. Streetlights blurred into streaks of yellow and white. He heard a car door open, felt himself being lowered into a back seat. The upholstery was rough against his cheek. Smelled like old coffee and cigarettes.

"Stay awake, Boris." Vera's voice, sharp and insistent. A hand slapped his face, not hard, just enough to pull him back from the edge. "You don't get to check out yet. You made a deal."

"What deal?" he mumbled into the seat.

"The one where you live long enough to sit in a pew and listen to a sermon without complaining."

"Didn't agree to that."

"You will."

The car started moving. Boris closed his eyes. Just for a second. Just to rest.

Vera's hand grabbed his collar, shook him. "Eyes open, Kuznetsov. That's an order."

"You're not my commanding officer."

"Tonight I am."

He forced his eyes open. Stared at the back of the driver's seat. Counted the seams in the leather. One. Two. Three. Lost count. Started over.

"Why?" he asked again. The question that mattered. The one he couldn't figure out. "Why save me?"

Vera was quiet for a long moment. The car turned, headlights washing over them. In the brief illumination, he saw her profile. Sharp. Hard. Tired.

"Because eighteen months ago, you could have stopped me," she said finally. "Could have called it in. Could have shot us both. You didn't. Maybe you don't remember, but I do."

He remembered. The girl's terrified eyes. Vera's steady ones. The choice he made in silence.

"Stupid," he muttered. "Should've called it in."

"Probably." She took another turn, faster this time. "But you didn't. And now I'm returning the favor. So stay conscious, stay breathing, and let me do my job."

Boris tried to respond, but the words wouldn't come. The darkness was creeping back in, slower this time but relentless. He felt the car stop. Heard Vera get out, then the back door opened. Cold air rushed in.

She pulled him out with both hands, supporting his weight again. His feet found the ground, barely. They moved through shadows, past a building he couldn't make out, down stairs that seemed to go on forever.

Fluorescent lights. Harsh and bright. Voices, urgent and clipped. Medical terms he didn't understand.

Someone cut his shirt open. Cold hands on his skin. A woman's voice, accented, asking questions he couldn't answer.

"Punctured lung. Shattered ribs. Bullet fragments near the spine."

"Can you save him?"

A pause. Too long.

"Maybe. If he wants to live."

Did he?

Boris stared at the ceiling tiles. Counted them. Lost track. Counted again.

Vera's face appeared above him, those gray eyes locked on his.

"You owe me a Sunday," she said. Clear. Final. "Don't you dare die before you pay that debt."

He wanted to tell her she was insane. Wanted to tell her to let him go, that he wasn't worth saving, that men like him didn't get second chances.

But the words dissolved before they reached his mouth.

The last thing he saw before the darkness took him was Vera's hand, scarred and steady, gripping his.

Then nothing.








  
  

Chapter 2


The Ambush





Boris (Three Hours Earlier)


The warehouse smelled like rust and old textile dye. Boris Kuznetsov stood with his back to a concrete support column, one hand resting on the Glock at his hip. Standard precaution. The Serbians were supposed to be reliable, but reliable didn't mean stupid. And stupid got you killed in this business. 

Sergei stood to his left, relaxed but alert. Mid-thirties, solid build, wedding ring catching the dim light from the overhead bulbs. The steady presence you wanted at your back. Had been running jobs for the Volkovs longer than Boris, but never complained about taking orders from a younger man.

To Boris's right, Gregor shifted his weight from foot to foot. Twenty-two, skinny, still had that hungry look in his eyes. The look that said he'd do whatever it took to prove himself. Boris had seen it before. Sometimes it meant a soldier would become reliable. Sometimes it got them killed.

"Relax," Boris told him, keeping his voice low. "This is a milk run. Cash for guns. Everyone goes home."

Gregor nodded, but his hand kept drifting to the pistol tucked into his waistband. First real job beyond collection work. Boris had vouched for him with Ivan. Told the old man the kid had potential.

The Serbian, a wiry man named Djordje, approached from the far end of the warehouse. Two men flanked him, both armed but not aggressive. Standard backup.

"Kuznetsov," Djordje called out, his accent thick. "You have the money?"

Boris patted the duffel bag at his feet. "You have the merchandise?"

Djordje gestured to a stack of wooden crates behind him. "AK-74s. Fifty units. Clean serials, as requested."

"Let's see them."

This was the delicate part. The inspection. When everyone was tense, hands near weapons, eyes watching for signs of betrayal. Boris had done this a hundred times. Keep it professional. Keep it calm. Nobody wants a firefight over a misunderstanding.

Djordje opened the first crate. Boris stepped forward, Sergei covering him, Gregor hanging back like he'd been told.

The rifles looked good. Factory fresh, Cosmoline still glistening on the metal. Boris picked one up, checked the action, sighted down the barrel. Clean. Exactly what Ivan had ordered.

"Acceptable," Boris said, setting the rifle back. "Let's count them."

That's when he heard it.

A sound that didn't belong. A shuffle of feet on the mezzanine above them. Too many feet. Too fast.

Boris's instincts screamed. He spun, reaching for his gun.

Too late.

Gunfire erupted from three directions at once. Muzzle flashes lit up the darkness like strobe lights. The mezzanine. The far corner. Behind the crates.

Ambush.

Sergei took three rounds to the chest before he could even draw his weapon. The impacts punched him backward, arms flailing. He went down hard, blood spreading across his shirt in dark blooms. His eyes were wide. Shocked. Like he couldn't believe this was happening.

"Sergei!" Gregor screamed.

The kid panicked. Turned to run instead of taking cover. Rookie mistake. Fatal mistake.

Bullets stitched across his back. Five, six, seven hits. Gregor's legs gave out mid-stride. He fell face-first onto the concrete, arms sprawled. Didn't move again. Didn't make a sound.

Boris fired back blind, squeezing off rounds as he dove behind the support column. Concrete exploded near his head, chips stinging his face. He rolled, came up shooting, and dropped one of the shooters on the mezzanine. The man tumbled over the railing, hit the ground with a wet thud.

Pain exploded in Boris's left shoulder. Then his side. Then his leg.

He staggered, tried to keep his feet. Couldn't. His knee buckled. The Glock slipped from his fingers, clattered across the floor.

Get up. Move. Now.

He crawled. Hands and knees, dragging his useless leg behind him. Blood poured from his wounds, left a slick trail on the concrete. More gunfire chased him, bullets sparking off the floor inches from his hands.

A window. Low, half-shattered, leading to an alley.

Boris threw himself through it. Glass shredded his jacket, his arms, his face. He hit the pavement outside hard enough to knock the air from his lungs. Couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Just moved.

Crawled through the alley. Left hand, right hand, left knee dragging. Blood everywhere. Too much blood.

Behind him, in the warehouse, Sergei lay dead on the concrete. Eyes still wide. Still shocked. Gregor lay a few feet away, face down, the back of his shirt soaked red.

Sergei's daughter won't see him at her recital. Gregor's mother will get a call saying he died in an accident. And I'm crawling away like a dog because that's what we are to them.

Dante would've seen this coming. Dante would've checked the mezzanine. Dante would've had backup. Dante would've walked out clean.

But Boris wasn't Dante. Never would be.

He was just another soldier. Another body the Volkovs would leave behind.

The Volkovs would send a cleanup crew. Not to save him. To eliminate the witness. To erase the evidence of their failure.

Boris made it two blocks before his strength gave out. He collapsed against a brick wall in the neutral zone, leaving a smear of blood down the facade. His vision swam. The world tilted sideways.

Sergei's shocked eyes. Gregor's desperate, panicked run. The way they'd been left behind like garbage.

The way he was about to be.

Disposable. All of us. Unless you carry the Volkov name.

Footsteps. Slow. Deliberate.

Boris tried to reach for a weapon he no longer had. Tried to move. Couldn't.

A woman's silhouette appeared at the mouth of the alley, backlit by a distant streetlight.

"Boris Kuznetsov."

The darkness closed in.








  
  

Chapter 3


The Clinic





Vera

The clinic smelled like antiseptic and old blood. Vera Sokolova stood outside the surgical suite, arms crossed, watching through the narrow window as Dr. Polina Boyarsky worked on Boris Kuznetsov's chest. The fluorescent lights were harsh, unforgiving. They showed everything: the torn flesh, the shattered ribs, the dark pools of blood spreading across the surgical drapes. 

Vera's hands were still sticky with it. Boris's blood. She'd wiped most of it off in the car, but it had gotten under her nails, into the creases of her palms. She resisted the urge to scrub them again. There'd be time for that later.

If he lived.

Dr. Boyarsky's hands moved with quick, efficient precision. Cutting. Clamping. Suturing. Her face was unreadable behind the surgical mask, but her eyes told the story. Tight at the corners. Focused but worried.

Not good.

Vera scanned the room out of habit. Two exits: the main door behind her, the service entrance that led to the alley. Security camera in the corner, disabled per her instructions. No windows. Good. The fewer ways in, the fewer ways to be surprised.

Father Dominic appeared at her elbow, silent as always. Former combat medic, now a priest. He'd been the one to let her into the church three years ago when she'd stumbled in drunk and desperate. He still wore his clerical collar, black shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, hands scrubbed clean from assisting in surgery.

"You brought a Volkov enforcer into my clinic." His voice was quiet. Not accusing, exactly. Just stating a fact.

Vera didn't look at him. Kept her eyes on Boris's unconscious form. "He's not Volkov blood. Just a soldier."

"Vera."

"Just a soldier," she repeated, harder this time. "No family connection. No protection. Expendable."

Father Dominic moved to stand beside her, close enough that she could smell the surgical soap on his hands. He looked through the window, studying Boris's face. Pale. Slack. Breathing assisted by a tube down his throat.

"If they find him here," Father Dominic said carefully, "they'll come. You know that."

"They won't." Vera's jaw tightened. She felt the tension coil in her shoulders, the old instinct to reach for a weapon she wasn't carrying. "They think he's dead. Left him to bleed out with his partners."

"You're certain?"

"I'm certain." She'd watched the Volkov cleanup crew arrive at the warehouse from two blocks away. Watched them load two bodies into a van. Watched them leave without searching the perimeter. "The Volkovs don't leave loose ends unless you carry their name. He doesn't. So they dumped him."

Father Dominic was quiet for a moment. Vera could feel him weighing her words, testing them for truth. He'd been a soldier once. He understood how these things worked.

"And you want to save him because...?"

Vera's hand went to the silver cross at her throat. Her grandmother's. She caught herself, dropped her hand. Old tell. Bad habit.

"Because he once let me save someone."

That was the simple answer. The one that made sense in terms of debts and favors and the transactional logic of survival.

But it wasn't the whole truth.

She looked through the window again. Boris's chest rose and fell with mechanical precision, the ventilator doing the work his lungs couldn't. Dr. Boyarsky was elbow-deep in his torso now, hands moving quickly, urgently.

"And because..." Vera's voice came out rougher than she intended. She cleared her throat. Started again. "Because maybe if I can save one more person, it'll matter."

Father Dominic turned to look at her fully. She felt his eyes on her profile but didn't meet them. Kept watching Boris. Watching the monitors. Heart rate erratic but present. Blood pressure dangerously low.

"Matter to whom?" Father Dominic asked gently. "To God? Or to you?"

Vera's throat tightened. She swallowed hard. "Does it matter?"

"Yes."

She didn't answer. Couldn't. The question sat between them like a stone.

Inside the suite, Dr. Boyarsky pulled back, stripping off her gloves. She said something to her assistant, too quiet for Vera to hear through the glass. Then she turned toward the door.

Vera straightened. Forced her face neutral. Professional.

Dr. Boyarsky pushed through the door, pulling down her mask. Her dark hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat. She looked exhausted. She always looked exhausted these days.

"He's stabilized," Dr. Boyarsky said without preamble. "For now."

"Will he live?" Vera asked.

"Maybe." Dr. Boyarsky glanced back through the window. "Punctured lung. Three shattered ribs. Bullet fragments near his spine. Severe nerve damage to his right hand." She paused. "Even if he survives surgery, he'll never fight again. Maybe sixty percent functionality in that hand if he's lucky."

Vera absorbed that. Nodded once. "But he'll live."

"If he wants to."

The words hung in the air. Vera frowned. "What does that mean?"

Dr. Boyarsky pulled off her surgical cap, ran a hand through her hair. "Means I've seen men survive worse injuries but die anyway. Because they had nothing to survive for." She looked at Vera directly. "Does he?"

Vera thought about Boris in the alley. Thought about the resignation in his eyes when she'd found him. The way he'd asked why she was saving him, like the answer didn't make sense. Like he didn't believe he was worth the effort.

"I don't know," Vera admitted.

Dr. Boyarsky nodded slowly. "Then you'd better give him a reason."

She walked away, heading toward her office. Father Dominic watched her go, then turned back to Vera.

"What will you do?" he asked.

Vera looked through the window one last time. Boris lay motionless on the surgical table, surrounded by machines keeping him alive. He looked smaller than he had in the alley. Vulnerable. Human.

"I'll make him a deal," she whispered.

"What kind of deal?"

Vera touched the cross at her throat again. This time she didn't stop herself. "The kind where he lives long enough to sit in a pew and listen to a sermon without complaining."

Father Dominic's mouth twitched. Almost a smile. "You think that'll work?"

"No." Vera pushed off the wall, rolling her shoulders to release the tension. Her back ached. Her hands hurt. She was suddenly, overwhelmingly tired. "But I have to try."

Because eighteen months ago, Boris Kuznetsov had made a choice. He'd let a terrified girl walk out of a warehouse when he could have stopped her. Could have called it in. Could have killed them both.

He'd turned his back instead. Pretended he saw nothing.

And now Vera would return the favor.

Even if he didn't understand why. Even if she wasn't sure she understood it herself.

She walked toward the recovery room, where they'd move Boris once he was stable enough. Father Dominic followed a step behind, silent and steady.

"Vera," he said as they reached the door.

She stopped. Looked back.

"You can't save everyone."

"I'm aware." Her hand was on the door handle. Cold metal under her palm. "But maybe I can save this one."

Father Dominic studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded. "I'll pray for him."

"He won't appreciate it."

"I'll pray anyway."

Vera pushed through the door into the recovery room. Four beds, privacy curtains, the quiet hum of medical equipment. Empty except for the bed they were preparing for Boris.

She sat in the plastic chair beside it. Settled in to wait.

Because that's what you did when you paid a debt. You waited. You stayed. You didn't leave someone to die alone in the dark.

Even if they were just another cannon fodder in a city that chewed up men like him and spat them out.

Even if saving him wouldn't balance the scales of all the people she'd failed to save.

She'd stay anyway.










