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      He stood outside the bedroom door, the instrument case clutched in his small hands. Pressing his ear to wood, he listened and waited. There were no sounds of raised voices or tired pleas, only the light, raspy breathing of a woman slowly dying.

      After raising his hand to knock, he stilled. He loved and loathed these moments. Loathed because the room smelled of lingering death that no amount of fresh air or incense sticks disguised. Loved because of the woman in the bed.

      “Rybka,” she called. Her voice was weak, as thin as an ancient scroll about to crumble to dust.

      He turned the knob and entered the bedroom, shutting the door behind him. He didn’t dare lock it.

      “Come here.” She attempted to lift her hand to him, but the effort was too great, and it fell back to her side. It was pale, milky, and the blue veins under her skin were as delicate as spider legs.

      Her once burnished copper hair was now lank, faded, and thin. She’d been a great beauty, a classic profile in a no-longer-classic world. Still, others had recognized her for what she was—old glamour and charm. She moved like a dancer, but carried herself like a queen.

      “Play something for me, rybka, my little fish,” she begged through chapped lips.

      He set the battered instrument case on the floor and opened it to reveal a viola. Gently lifting the instrument, he gazed at it in worshipful reverence. He brought it to the bed, lifted her hand, and helped her stroke the wooden body.

      “My great-great-grandfather came to this country with nothing—nothing except this viola,” she said.

      He’d heard the story more than a dozen times, but it was his favorite, and he listened with rapt attention as though it was the first. Her blue eyes lit up as she recounted the tale.

      “You do him a great honor, rybka. You will play for audiences who will rise to their feet to pay you tribute. You will be beloved for your music. Play for me,” she repeated.

      “What would you like to hear?” he asked.

      “Your choice, today.”

      He took the viola and placed it under his chin. Without taking his eyes off her, he played a song he composed. A joyful, uplifting melody that brought a smile to her lips. He continued to play for hours, long after the sun had set. She was a most enthusiastic spectator, and though she was too exhausted to clap, her words of praise were all the validation he needed.

      The front door slamming against the wall popped their happy, insulated bubble. A raised voice, yelling in Russian, the sounds of shoes thumping against furniture.

      “Hurry. Don’t let him find you in here, rybka.”

      He quickly shoved the viola into its case and then snapped the lid shut. The footsteps were coming up the stairs.

      “Under the bed. Now.”

      It was a tale as old as time: a child hiding, praying not to be found, wishing he could block out the angry words spewing from his embittered father. It was nothing more than fear—fear that he would soon lose his wife and be left in this rotten world alone without her, forced to raise a child he didn’t understand.

      Cheek pressed to the battered viola case, the child fell asleep to the sound of his father weeping.
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      Igor Dolinsky stared out the window and watched snow falling in the dark night. He clutched a glass of vodka in his hand. The memory burned bright and hot in his mind and no matter how many years passed, no matter how many women, no matter how much vodka, he couldn’t ever forget the smell of death. It lingered in his nose; it imprinted on his mind.

      Her warm fingers trailed up his back before she wrapped her arms around his waist. “Come back to bed,” she invited.

      Three hours ago, when he’d met her at the bar, he’d been eager, ready, savage. She’d pretended to be afraid, but her obvious desire for his brutal lust was just a facade. Now, he was only marginally sated, and he wanted his bed empty, the fake blonde vixen gone from his home.

      “Not tired.” He swirled the contents of his glass, ice clinking.

      “Who said anything about sleeping?” Her hand drifted lower until she grasped him. She tugged and caressed until he swelled. “Hmm,” she moaned against his back. “You’re ready for more.”

      He threw back the rest of his vodka and set the glass down. His hand gently clasped her wrist.

      She released him.

      He turned and was on her before she had a chance to utter a protest—which she wouldn’t have done.

      He took her on the floor, fast and furious, not at all mindful of her pleasure. A rutting beast, he grunted and groaned. She arched into him and scratched his back with her too long nails.

      If she came, he didn’t care.

      He came, hard.

      Empty. Always so empty.

      Her hands went to his hair as she tried to get him to kiss her.

      He wouldn’t oblige.

      She pouted and it made him look at her in disgust. He wanted to ask her why she didn’t value herself, why her makeup was on just a touch too heavy, why her hair a shade too bright. But he didn’t because that would mean he gave a damn.

      And he didn’t give a damn about anything.

      Lifting himself off her, he looked around for his cell phone.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, stretching her arms up over her head.

      “Calling you a car.”

      She blinked. “I could stay.”

      “I sleep alone.”

      “You’re fucked up.”

      “Da. And you’re vulgar.”

      She slithered into her clothes and had the audacity to be offended.

      Igor shook his head in disbelief. When a woman went home with a man on the first night of meeting, what was he to think of her? There was no pretense; he hadn’t promised her a thing.

      “I’ll walk you out,” he said, slipping into his wrinkled and discarded clothes.

      “Don’t bother.” She sneered. “I can see myself out.”

      He shrugged.

      Apathy from a man pissed a woman off more than anything else.

      On her way out, she chucked her lipstick case at him. He didn’t bother ducking since it sailed wide.

      “Get some therapy,” she snapped. The front door slammed, and all was silent in the Battery Park penthouse. He locked up, just in case she came back in a streak of vengeance.

      Igor poured himself another glass of vodka and sat down in a comfortable, plush chair. His cell phone rang not five minutes later. He debated letting it go to voicemail and then dismissed the idea. Olaf wouldn’t be pleased if Igor ignored his call.

      “Da,” he said into his cell.

      “That is how you greet me?” Olaf demanded.

      Igor didn’t engage. He waited.

      “Is it done?” Olaf asked, hatred blooming in his voice.

      “Of course.”

      “Meeting tomorrow. Do not be late.” Olaf hung up without waiting for Igor’s insubordination that would never come.

      At ten years old, Igor had learned how to bury everything that mattered to him. Sometimes he forgot there were pieces of himself he didn’t share with the world. Not anymore. It was easier to leave them in the past with his dead mother. Easier to conceal them from Olaf who would use Igor’s weaknesses against him.

      His great-great grandfather’s viola rested in its case in the corner. Igor hadn’t played it in weeks. To play meant to remember. For some reason, he wanted to remember now.

      He unlatched the case and took out the instrument. He ran his fingers over strings and wood, feeling as though he were greeting an old friend. He called it a stream of Russian endearments. He let the cold place in his heart thaw for just a moment. Then he forced himself to erect another wall, freeze it again, become his father’s son instead of his mother’s. Because he couldn’t be both. And being his mother’s son might get him killed.
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      “New shipment is coming in tonight,” Olaf stated.

      “Another one?” Igor asked. “That makes three this week.”

      Olaf stretched out his long legs, the towel around his waist secure. They were grown men conducting a business meeting in a sauna. It was there territorya—territory. They owned the bathhouse.

      Olaf’s brown gaze narrowed when he looked at Igor. A flash of disdain blasted through his eyes and then mellowed into disappointment.

      “You will be there.”

      “Da. Yes.”

      He nodded once. “Good. Good. The men need to see you there. As my heir, they need to know you will rule with an iron fist.”

      Igor said nothing.

      “You should see one of the girls,” Olaf commented. “Maybe that will do something for your attitude.”

      Igor’s attitude would change when the meeting ended. “I don’t need a woman.”

      “No?”

      Igor smiled, showing an excess amount of teeth. “I need several.”

      Olaf laughed and slapped his knee. “Maybe you are my son after all.” He looked at Igor to see how he’d taken that statement.

      Igor learned long ago not to show emotion.

      “I think several women is a good idea.” Olaf stood, adjusted his towel, and sauntered to the door. “Petrovich!” he barked.

      “Sir?” The blond man who had been silent during their meeting, shifted on the raised platform behind Igor.

      “Make sure my son doesn’t get himself killed tonight.”

      “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      Olaf nodded and then left the sauna. The heavy door closed, and the tension dissipated immediately.

      “That went well,” Sasha Petrovich stated, moving from behind Igor to sit next to him.

      “I suppose. He’s getting relentless.”

      “About making sure you’re involved in every aspect of the business, you mean?”

      “Among other things,” Igor muttered. “There’s something up his sleeve. He just won’t tell me what it is.”

      “What’s going on with you?” Sasha asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighed. “How long have we known each other?”

      “Too long.”

      “How long, Igor?”

      “Since we were seven.”

      “Yes. I’m your best friend, your right-hand man, and your bodyguard. I’m the only one who knows how you truly feel about your father.”

      “Not true,” Igor interjected. “My father knows.”

      They fell silent and Igor looked at his lap. How did he admit to his oldest friend that he was tired and numb, that the endless parade of women and the life of organized crime were eating away at him? How he still felt haunted by his mother’s hopes and dreams for him. How he warred with himself about touching the viola lest it bring about a surge of emotion and endless pain he couldn’t control.

      Control was all Igor had.

      “I feel old,” Igor admitted.

      “You’re only twenty-nine.”

      “Old is old. I want something else. But I don’t know what.”

      “Let me buy you a drink.”

      “I don’t want a drink,” he growled. The steam of the sauna curled around them. Igor breathed it in, feeling the hot, sweaty air stick to him. “Go.”

      “I’m not leaving you. Not in this mental state.”

      Igor didn’t smile at Sasha’s good humor. “How does this life not affect you?”

      Sasha shrugged. “I made my peace with it. You haven’t. Until you do, you’ll feel pulled in two different directions.”

      “Thank you for the diagnosis,” Igor replied dryly.

      “My pleasure. Sure you don’t want to get a drink?”

      Igor shook his head. “You go. I’m going to sit here for a minute.”

      Sasha got up from his seat and looked at the man he called best friend. With one final nod, he left. Igor leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. The door opened and Igor sighed.

      “Sasha, I swear, I’m fine.”

      A light, feminine chuckle tickled his ears.

      Igor’s eyes flew open, but he didn’t move. Couldn’t. The woman’s piercing blue gaze froze him to his seat.

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” she said, laughing at him in silent humor.

      Igor’s gaze meandered down her body. A lean, slender form was covered in a tasteful one piece. “Not at all disappointed.”

      Her easy smile slipped. Nervousness permeated the air, and she shifted her stance, no doubt wanting to bolt. “Listen, I just want to sit in the sauna and relax, okay? I’m not here to get hit on or to make idle chit-chat.”

      “You’re welcome to go to another sauna. The spa has four,” Igor replied. He hoped she didn’t leave, but he wasn’t about to beg a woman to stay. No matter how attractive. Her dark blond hair was pulled up into a messy ponytail, the heat and steam of the sauna curling the tendrils at her temples and nape.

      She glared. “They’re occupied. One is a loud, drunken bachelorette party. Another is a couple doing…things. Another is a group of men.”

      “Sit down. I won’t bother you.”

      The young woman paused for just a moment before deciding she could take him at his word. She set her white towel down on the bench, the farthest one away from him, and stretched out her legs.

      Leaning back, she closed her eyes and her breath steadied.

      Igor had given women apathy a time or two. He couldn’t say he cared to be on the receiving end of it—especially from this woman. There was something about her. Like it took all of her effort to stay still when she’d rather be moving, dancing, experiencing.

      “What’s your name?” Igor asked.

      Without opening her eyes, she replied, “You said you wouldn’t bother me.”

      “I’m just asking your name.”

      “And after I give you my name, are you going to want my phone number, too?”

      A chuckle escaped his mouth. He couldn’t have been more surprised. It was a rarity for him to be taken so off guard. “Damn, you’re arrogant.”

      “And you’re not?” she shot back.

      “Why would you think I’m arrogant?” Igor held in a smile. The woman either didn’t know who he was or didn’t care, but she was talking to him.

      “Look at you,” she stated.

      “Look at me, what?”

      “Are you really going to make me say it?”

      “You don’t want to talk to me because I’m good-looking?” Igor asked.

      Her nostrils flared in annoyance. He found it endearing.

      “No, I don’t want to talk to you because I’m here to have a steam and that’s it.”

      “But you do find me good-looking,” he pressed, needing—wanting—to prove something. To her or himself, he didn’t know. When she continued to glare, he went on, “Adorable? Handsome? Sinfully sexy? Ah, I see you’re about to smile. Might as well give in.”

      The corners of her lips twitched, slowly pulling into a bright grin. It changed everything about her. Turned her from cute to irresistible.

      “Is this your usual MO? Bug women into talking to you?” she asked lightly.

      “When it works, it works, no?”

      “Where are you from?”

      “New York—Sheepshead Bay.”

      “Ah. Explains the thick accent.”

      “Thick accent? I don’t have a thick accent.”

      “Okay.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Hate to break it to you, sport, but yeah, ya do.” She looked at him in confusion. “What’s wrong with having an accent? I’d kill for an accent. I’d love to be exotic.”

      “You don’t need an accent for that.”

      “So, what, you’re not proud of your roots?”

      “I thought you wanted to sit in silence.”

      “Oh, I’ve gotten under your skin, hmmm? Tell me why you don’t like your accent, and I’ll tell you my name.”

      The air in the room swelled and seemed to grow hotter. No matter how much he may have wanted her, lust wasn’t built for confession.

      “Not a fair trade. But if you’re here the same time, same day next week, I might consider telling you.”
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      A month after Igor’s mother died, he got his nose broken for the first time by a big, stupid oaf of a boy who lacked basic human compassion. Smaller than other children his age, Igor preferred reading to sports and playing the viola to socializing with his peers. He was an anomaly and a natural target.

      His father called him weak.

      John Patrick caught Igor one afternoon as St. Joseph’s let out. Children in uniforms blasted the doors open, eager to escape the strict confines and parameters of their education. Igor had stayed behind to ask a question about homework and to receive just a bit of motherly affection from the young nun who had a soft spot for the motherless child.

      As Igor shoved his belongings into his backpack, he didn’t pay attention to the empty halls or the fact that John Patrick was waiting for him. The bully shoved him, and Igor stepped on his own untied shoelaces and tumbled to the floor, his half open bag spilling pens, pencils, and other school supplies.

      John Patrick grabbed Igor by the collar and hauled him close. An ugly sneer marred his face as he dragged Igor to the side exit, out into the unknown.

      “I hate you,” the bully yelled.

      Why? Igor wanted to ask, but there was no point since there was a fist colliding with his nose. Cartilage crunched and blood oozed. The thug laughed and laughed, and even though Igor was already down, the kid kicked him in the ribs before spitting on the ground and leaving.

      After a time, Igor managed to pick himself up but not before he threw up the contents of his stomach. He hobbled and wobbled home. His father didn’t think to send a car to and from school for his only son, a boy who had already proven he wasn’t as physically strong as others.

      When Igor walked into his house—it had ceased being home the moment his mother passed—his father was waiting for him. Olaf took in Igor’s bloodied skin, his bruised eyes, the puke on his shirt, and barked out questions in Russian.

      Igor answered dispassionately in the same tongue.

      “You’re a disgrace,” his father spat. “Be a man. Fight back.” He whirled from the room, leaving his son to clean himself up.

      The housekeeper, a plump gray-haired woman who had been eavesdropping at the kitchen door, finally came into the room. Igor waved her away and insisted he was old enough to take care of himself.

      That night, he didn’t sleep. He plotted, thinking about how to destroy the bully’s life. Igor did not have brute strength, but as his mother had so often reminded him when she was alive, he had a brilliant mind—and he used it now.

      At school the next day, the kids whispered behind their hands but didn’t dare ask him what had transpired. The bully snickered in the corner of the classroom. Igor stared at him with unflinching brown eyes.

      John Patrick’s smile slipped.

      Sister Margaret, a middle-aged nun with no tolerance for shenanigans, held Igor after class and demanded to know what had happened to him.

      Igor feigned embarrassment when he mumbled, “Nothing.”

      “Igor,” Sister Margaret began, her face lined with a frown. “Your eyes are black, and your nose is clearly broken. Something happened to you. Tell me.”

      “I tripped,” he lied.

      “Your father, did he⁠—”

      “No,” Igor hastened to assure her. He bit his lip and looked at his lap. “It was a student.”

      “What happened?” she tried again, somehow managing to soften her voice.

      “I was using the bathroom …” Igor said quietly, so quietly that Sister Margaret had to lean closer to hear him.

      “Go on.”

      “John Patrick came in and he—” Igor looked up from his lap. “He tried to kiss me. When I told him no, and that it’s a sin, he became violent and angry. He punched me in the nose.” Igor stood up and lifted his shirt to show her the bruises along his ribs. “He did this, too.” He dropped his shirt and sat back down.

      “Thank you, Igor. You may go,” Sister Margaret dismissed.

      The next day, John Patrick was noticeably absent from school. It only took Igor one whisper alluding to what hadn’t happened for the entire school to believe it to be true. That whisper followed John Patrick through high school, causing far more damage than a broken nose.
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      That night, Igor, with Sasha as his right hand, went to the docks to check the incoming shipment. It was light. Igor didn’t care why or how. Sasha and Igor took the man who tried to fleece them to an empty warehouse and tortured him for hours.

      It was barely dawn when he made it back to his apartment. He was covered in blood—none of it his. After stripping in the foyer, Igor bagged up his soiled clothes and set them aside to be thrown out. Naked, he strolled to the liquor cart and poured himself a glass of vodka. It wasn’t the cheap stuff, nor was it the high end. Somewhere in between.

      That’s how he felt himself.

      The first time Igor had killed a man, he’d thrown up. He threw up every time since, but he soon learned that a woman—or several—helped him forget. After the women came the vodka. He drank himself into a drunken stupor and then vomited up vodka and bile.

      Not even Sasha knew how he reconciled his actions.

      He hated his father—for many reasons—and yet somehow, he couldn’t find a way to get out from under Olaf’s thumb. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. Igor harbored secret hopes that one day his father would be proud of his son and heir.
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