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      Dear Reader,

      “She spent her evenings in bed writing imaginary love letters with wet fingers.” - Michael Faudet

      This book represents a departure from my usual stories. Instead of instlalove in its extreme (which is very familiar to me as a human, as it’s the sort of love that led me to Mr. Mine), this is a warp speed slow burn. I enjoyed every word of this love story, and I hope you all will fall in love with Zinovy and Petal the way I have. I also hope you enjoy the peeks into Feliks and Petal, whose story comes in December. Those two are powder kegs waiting to explode.

      Have Happy Halloweens and be well out there!

      XoXo,

      Layne
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        Petal St. Clare

      

      

      The garage-style door of storage bay C-17 squeaks on its hinges when I heave it high enough to slip under it. Pallid yellow light from the nearby security lamp illuminates the concrete in front of me for an instant before the panels slam to the ground at my back and throw the space into darkness once more. My ears ring from the flimsy metal clanging and rattling along the poorly oiled track, but by now, the noise is familiar enough I barely flinch. Instead, I stand as still as stone. Waiting. Listening. 

      Stillness reclaims the space, my own breaths so slow and measured even the air around me is motionless. I count the beats of my heart as I inventory the undisturbed aura around me. I’m alone. I’m safe. I’m home.

      After a mental count to five hundred, I finally allow myself to trust no one lies in wait in the darkness. For three months, I’ve secretly lived in this storage garage. I’m sure there are rules against it, but the alternative is sleeping in doorways and on park benches. Been there. Done that. The risk of being followed by the storage lot manager and kicked out is scary, but not nearly as terrifying as sleeping rough has been. 

      Eventually, I’m confident enough time has passed that I can trust I wasn’t seen by management when I slipped through the gate after hours. I pat my hand against the metal wall until I locate the light switch. Casting my gaze around my meager piles of possessions, it’s a relief to see nothing has been disturbed while I’ve been out. The next order of business is tucking a tattered blanket against the doorway to make sure no light seeps out and alerts passersby to my presence. I fasten the padlock through the handle that opens the bay and relax for the first time in nearly ten hours. 

      Secure for the night, the weight of my life feels the tiniest bit softer. More manageable. Today’s been a good day. Honestly, every day since I had the brilliant idea to rent this storage bay and use it as a home base has been pretty damn good. Way better than sticking around to be Jordan’s punching bag. Way better than being constantly reminded my only value was being on my back for him and his drugged-out buddies. Way better than watching him and those same buddies skim drugs from the men they were supposed to be dealing for. I knew they’d be found out eventually and punished along with anyone stupid enough to be caught in the fallout. And I hadn’t been down with being collateral damage in that mess.

      Is this the life I envisioned when I snuck out of my mother’s house at seventeen, sick of being leered at by her husband and his creepy sons? Of course not. But I have a locked door between me and the night, and there’s nobody knocking me around or taking what’s not freely given. So I’m not mad about it. And one day soon, I’ll have enough saved to get a real place of my own. Somewhere I can decide what happens and when. 

      My backpack’s stuffed with the laundry I just finished washing at the laundromat and a bag of trail mix from the vending machine that spits out dryer sheets and snacks. I shake out the retro pinup-style dress I wear to the diner I’ve worked at for a few days and try to tug out any wrinkles. Landing a job at Pete’s Pastries is my ticket to stability, and I’ll be damned if I let a wrinkled uniform stand in my way. I’m as careful as a prom queen with her gown when I drape it over the collapsible wagon I’ve used to tow everything I own around town with me. 

      Exhaustion pulls at me, and I lie down on the pallet of blankets I had the foresight to grab as I fled Jordan’s apartment for the last time. It might have been as hot as the surface of the sun when I escaped in July, but I’ve lived around here long enough to know I’d regret not having warm clothes come winter. I thought I’d be on my feet before fall. Still, here I am, grateful for summer me’s cynicism. Because it’s nearly October, and on most days, it feels as if I’ll never be back on solid ground. Sleep edges closer and closer as I work through a mental budget in an attempt to figure out how soon I might be able to scrounge up the deposit on an apartment.

      Four a.m. is going to come real quick. I’ll need to be up and headed to work by then, if I want to catch fat tips from the early professional crowd when their breakfasts are served hot and fast. Every dime of every dollar gets me closer to my goals. George, the grizzly old man who owns Pete’s, says if I prove my worth, he’ll let me pick up double shifts starting next week. 

      Hope unfurls in my chest, swelling and filling the space occupied by my empty stomach. Sure, I could eat that trail mix now and buy a muffin at work tomorrow. They’re fluffy and nearly as big as my hand, and every time I bring one to a table, it’s a fight not to bury face into it like a starving maniac. But they’re also nearly six dollars. Which is five dollars and thirty cents more than the bag of trail mix I’ve got tucked away to eat tomorrow. So, instead of ripping open the bag of peanuts, raisins, and chocolate chips, I let the nourishment of hope sustain me. 

      I’ve got a roof and four walls around me, a job with the promise of all the hours I can possibly work, and a plan.

      Petal St. Clare is a survivor. And survivors survive.
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        Zinovy Bayev

      

      

      “You have your orders. Find him. Make an example of him. Gleb Kuzmin is a betrayer. On your watch, Avtorityet. I remind you of that only one time.” Anatoly Balakin, my Pakhan, speaks so softly the words are almost unhearable. I am not a man prone to being intimidated, but were any man alive capable of doing so, it is him. 

      “Understood, Pakhan.” I say no more, and no more would be accepted. Still, I make no move to leave the home office of the man who runs the Vor for the entire Americas. He will tell me when he’s ready for me to go, and a lifetime of allegiance and service to him demands I show him deference.

      “Then go. And Zinovy?” He pauses, his frozen blue eyes cataloguing every twitch and flex of my muscles beneath the bespoke suit I wear. I chew the inside of my cheek and stand still as stone. Awaiting his directive.

      “Bleed the traitor.  Until even his vocal chords become so drained he can no longer cry for mercy.” Anatoly takes his seat behind the massive oak desk, a  throne despite the American insistence they have no king. The command to show no leniency wasn’t needed, but I take it for the dismissal it’s meant to be.

      There’s a clock now ticking above me. One that demands swift results or my head will be next on the chopping block. Gleb was hand-selected by a boyevik who reports directly to me. Unfortunately, that means his mistakes are mine. I do not care for mistakes.

      The door of Anatoly’s office feels heavier than ever as I take my leave, the weight of what I have to do hardening my resolve. One of only two avtorityets in Balakin’s Vor, I’m no stranger to violence or following orders. It could be said I’m actually more comfortable elbows deep in gore than any other situation. It’s not the impending torture and demise of a man I’ve known for years that bothers me. It’s reflecting on the fact that I did know him for years and failed to see this coming. What else am I missing?

      “What do you have on Kuzmin?” I ask the greatest tech man I know the moment my car door closes behind me.

      Rurik Tarasov is more than just tech, though. He’s the Pakhan’s second. Though I’d never say it to Anatoly’s face, I think Rurik knows more about what goes on in the Vor than even the Pakhan. He’s probably been tracking Gleb’s every step already. It says everything of how Anatoly feels about my fuck up allowing Gleb enough leeway to become a problem that he’s tasking me and not allowing Rurik to handle it. Because that bloodthirsty motherfucker is a certifiable lunatic.

      I’ll just drain Gleb’s blood, but it wouldn’t shock me in the slightest to learn Rurik had drained it, painted it over his naked body, and pulled the bones from the carcass to build a skin tent. And not only would the Pakhan allow it, but he’d likely pat Rurik on the head like a spoiled hunting hound and pad his bank account with a fresh stack. This is the world I live in, the one I was born into and the one I wouldn’t know how to exist outside of.

      “Cell’s dead. Last ping was close to tower 13829304 a little after two this morning.” Rurik relays the information as if I have a fuckin’ clue what tower number number number is.

      “English. Not math, Rurik.” I swear the man’s half robot, all monster.

      “Downtown district. Close to the shelter and food kitchen off Haverford Street. Traffic cams are for shit after dark and homeless shelters aren’t exactly located in hot spots for high tech surveillance. You’ll have to earn your keep on this one, asshole.” Rurik hangs up, his displeasure at having to help me obvious.

      I point my car toward the downtown area, hoping for a bit of luck. Gleb’s a fucking moron whose only value has ever been to obey orders and collect debts. He’ll surface soon. I’m sure of it. He’s too stupid not to. And when he does, he’ll pay for selling Vor secrets to our enemies, and I’ll be there to ensure if. Midday traffic takes far too long to navigate the handful of miles between the Pakhan’s estate and downtown, but the time is well spent regardless.

      One by one, my boyeviks check in, including the motherfucker, Sergei, who brought Gleb Kuzmin into the fold. None have more information than I do as to where Gleb has gone to ground, but all know heads will be removed from necks if I don’t get answers soon. Starting with Sergei’s.

      Hours are wasted as I prowl the downtown area, my nondescript gray sedan drawing no attention. I’m on my dozenth pass through the blocks bracketing the soup kitchen when the growing line of people waiting their turn to get inside for a meager meal catches my attention. It looks as if they’re prepared to wait hours for the dinner period when the facility opens its doors. Looking at myself in the rearview mirror, it’s obvious I will stand out like a bruise if I attempt to join them.

      Instead, I quickly thumb out a text message to Sergei, ordering him to have one of the many shestyorka boys, who run errands and and generally prove their usefulness in any task, join the line and watch for Gleb. I’m sure any of them would be less noticeable than me in my suit and hundred dollar haircut. Being a high ranking member of the criminal underworld carries risks beyond measure, sure, but it also brings the financial spoils that come from enduring those risks.

      Even my work clothes, the ones I wear to carrying out the Pakhan’s bloodiest commands, are too fine to fit in with this crowd. Besides, I’ve got plans to make and a kill room to prepare. Gleb Kuzmin may be in the wind right now, but he won’t be for long. Soon, he’ll be in my chains and under my blade.
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        Petal

      

      

      Everyone says waiting tables is killer on the feet, but I never expected how precisely accurate the claim is. My feet hurt. Like, seriously hurt. And if the squishy, wet feeling in the cheap canvas sneakers I’m wearing is any indicator, the blisters from yesterday have popped and seeped who knows how much blood into the barely padded soles of the knock-off Chucks. As soon as this last table finishes their eleventieth cup of coffee and actually take themselves home, I can clean up their table and leave, too. The other servers have already gone, cut from the floor long ago and leaving after finishing their side work. It’s only me and George running the diner, and he’s done everything he needs to do to shut down the kitchen down for the night.

      “We’ll just take the check, miss,” the older woman says primly.

      I’m so grateful my knees tremble with the effort to stay on my feet. I’ve been on the clock since six this morning, in motion since four. Buses don’t run that early, so it was a three-mile walk just to get here in time for opening. It’s gone eleven at night now, the sun long set and darkness chasing away the heat of the day. The buses have stopped their routes for the night, so it’ll be another eternity before I make it back to the storage facility I’m calling home for now. There’s no avoiding that now, but the sooner I get this table out the door, the sooner I can get through the night.

      I run the woman’s card at the register, stand by the door, then turn the locks to the door behind them as they leave. George finds me there a few minutes later, leaned against the cool glass, trying to rally the energy to finish my cleaning duties for the night.

      “You look done in, girlie,” he grouses. He’s not one for chitchat or friendliness, but I still note the to-go container tied up in a plastic bag dangling from his meaty fist. He shoves it out in front of him as if just having to carry it is irritating, and he gestures at the offering with his other giant hand.

      “Didn’t see you eat a damn thing all day. You’re no good to me passed out from hunger. Take this.” The plastic crinkles as he swings it my way. “You get a meal every shift. You stuck around tonight when Matty went home sick. There’s food in there. You eat it all before you get here tomorrow.”

      I take the bag from him and watch as he spins to stomp back through the double doors into the kitchen. My brain catches up slowly as the scent of fried food and meat hits my nostrils. The bag feels heavy, and I can see there’s more than one container under the knot keeping it closed. Tears sting my eyes, the unexpected kindness weighing heavier on me than the apron filled with fourteen hours worth of tips.

      “Thanks, George. I really—” I call my thanks to his retreating back, only for him to throw a hand in the air, waving me off in response.

      “Just clean up that table, and take the trash from the host stand with you on the way out. Be back tomorrow. Six a.m. No later,” he grumps.

      I wipe the table and upend the chairs, so I can sweep underneath, knowing the busboy will be in first thing tomorrow morning to mop the floor. The trashcan at the host stand has nothing but ticket copies from paid bills and random napkins in it, so it’s nothing to grab it on my way out the kitchen door. I hear George rattling around in the walk-in, likely grabbing meat that needs to thaw before dinner tomorrow, and I call out my goodnight as I pull the kitchen door shut behind me.

      The dumpster is tall enough I have to heave the trash bag under the lid before it crashes back down, my short stature barely able to pop it open enough to fling the paper-filled bag in. My stomach gurgles and clenches on itself, the emptiness strangling me with the temptation to sit down, right on the dirty pavement, to tear into whatever food George made me.

      I look around for someplace less dumpster-y where I might be able to rest and eat for a few minutes before walking home. Then I see it. A glint of silver in the amber glow of a streetlight nearby. Half hidden by garbage that people couldn’t be bothered to walk a few feet to toss in the restaurant’s dumpster, near the mouth of the alley, is a cell phone that looks nearly brand new. Minus a few scuffs on the silver back and a single long crack on the screen, I’d swear this is the latest model available.

      I look around the alley for a possible owner. There’s no one around at all, definitely no one lingering who could possibly own a phone as fancy as this one. Guilt pricks at me, but I slip the found phone into my apron pocket before untying it from my waist and shoving the whole thing into my backpack. I’ll investigate the phone later. For now, I need to hide my apron with its telltale “rob me” look and get moving. It was a stupid idea to hang around a dark alley in the industrial area of town, in the middle of the night, even if I’m half-starved.

      The long walk home on my bloodied feet feels lighter tonight. More food than I’ve had in weeks waits in the bag dangling from my hand, and an apron filled with tips to help me get on my feet is in the backpack over my shoulders. And now, luckiest of all, I’ve got a phone with no owner that could be mine. I’ll have to find a way to turn it on and see if the owner is trying to find it, but maybe, they’ve already replaced it with a new, undamaged one. I could get a charging cord and use the cell at places where the Wi-Fi is free.

      A phone of my own would make it so much easier to find an apartment to rent. It would also be good for security and helpful for looking up basic stuff like the weather ahead.

      My feet are raw and swollen by the time I slip into bay C-17 for the night, but I’m in such good spirits I can’t bring myself to care. I’ve learned the hard way not to take off my shoes when my feet are already swollen, because I’ll never get them back on in the morning. Instead, I prop them against the wall and lie back on my small pile of blankets, the bag of food balanced on my stomach and my backpack beside me.

      I’ve a feast to enjoy, money to count, and a phone to figure out. Tonight feels like proof Petal St. Clare not only survives, she thrives.
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