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        I hope you enjoy this book as much as I did. It is mafia lite-ish with a morally grey character who defends his new acquaintance. This combines many mafia tropes and all the smaller mafia elements we’ve come to love.

        This contains

        Touch her and you …

        Never let her go

        Possessive alpha

        Wounded MMC

        Beast

        FMC who brings light

        Suspense & Mystery

        Spicy Scenes

        and so much more!
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      The view of the New York City skyline never grows old as we prepare to land at JFK airport. The commercial overseas flight is jam-packed with families. Business travelers work on their computers. The only positive on the trip is an attractive flight attendant who kept my cocktails coming.

      She spoke English and Russian, so we flirted in both languages. There’s something about my brooding nature that attracts women to me. I prefer to stick to myself. However, she’s a pretty Russian. I’m sure she’d be happy with a quick fuck and wouldn’t complain when I left her after I’d finished with her. I remind myself that I’m here to help a friend.

      The flight from London is always long. The business class seat gives me more legroom than the standard seat, but it’s not like the family jet I’ve become accustomed to. Nikolay is using it this week. My left leg hurts like a son of a bitch, and the vodka eases the pain. It’s stiff from sitting, so I adjust my seat. When my butt goes numb, I get up and walk in the aisle. I need to keep my blood flowing. It’s a reminder of a drug deal that went sideways with the Italians. They were bent on flipping my car and didn’t care if I burned alive.

      One trigger-happy motherfucker is all it took to be a thorn in my side. It’s another reason I’m not partial to the Cosa Nostra because their fighting spills blood in the streets. I’m not trusting, and it’s what keeps me alive. I have rules I live by. Is it a superstition or a deeply held belief? I never leave a loose end that could come back and bite me in the ass. My world is dark, and I embrace it as it’s all I’ve ever known. It’s the world I share with my brothers.

      If Nikolay were traveling with me, we’d have used the jet. This is not an official business trip for the family but a social call to a friend who needs me. It’s a predominant skill set I have—hacking. I developed it while living in the underworld. I can’t escape the family business, nor do I want to. I want to weed out unsavory men in the brotherhood, and it seems my friend has a thief to catch.

      As the plane taxis to the gate, I pop my earbuds out. They come in handy to discourage conversations with strangers, especially the female passenger sitting next to me, who kept talking. I wasn’t interested and ignored her to watch a mafia movie on my phone.

      This trip is as close to a vacation as I’ll ever get unless it’s a honeymoon. And I don’t see that happening. Seeing my oldest brother getting married recently was a shock. But it’s his responsibility to carry on the family name and produce the next Bratva King. I have no wish for brats to feed. If I did find a woman, I wouldn’t want to share her breasts with a little urchin.

      I’m stifled at home, living in my mostly landlocked country, where every day looks like the last. I’m sure this is why I dream of visiting the beaches of Bali, maybe even floating on a surfboard. I’m tired of traveling only for business. Going somewhere where no one knows me or my past would be nice, even if it’s only for a few days. I’d have to go that far for my name not to be recognized once my father’s or Nikolay’s name is mentioned in the affluent circles. We have legitimate international businesses. To the world, we’re the face of the corporation, not the mafia.

      I unclip my seatbelt and take my phone out of airplane mode while waiting for other first-class passengers to move ahead. I grab my luggage from the overhead compartment and shove my phone in my back pocket. I’ve been traveling for over twelve hours and long to take a hot shower to get the dust off. It made sense to fly out of London after I met with Nikolay.

      My older brother is the new pakhan, and my younger brother, Roman, is holding down the fort in Russia. Our Bratva merged with one of my father’s oldest friends, and it will be interesting to see how it plays out. Expansion usually comes at a price. Growing pains, like those I had growing so fast in my teen years, are not a myth. My teeth hurt, remembering how uncomfortable it was growing an inch taller within one week.

      Once I’m off the plane, I walk through the jetway to the terminal, breathing in the cold crisp air, refreshing compared to the stale, stagnant canned shit on the plane.  I’m excited to be there again and want to enjoy the city’s nightlife.

      I wonder what Kirill is up to. We can only discuss so much over our phones without encryption, but I don’t trust it. I like complicated systems bouncing our cells around the world. The toys used by government agents today are more sophisticated than anyone can imagine. The criminal units who fare the best are those that go old school, getting in and out like a snake in the grass. They quietly strike their target and operate alone. They never leave a witness behind.

      If a deal goes south, I cut loose ends. When I was called upon to lead soldiers in turf wars, they knew I wasn’t a forgiving man. The small things always trip up men in my line of work. I don’t fancy living in a prison cell. I prefer to do what must be done to make sure nothing comes back on me or my family.

      My family is beautiful, but it can be brutal. We’re all brothers in the Bratva. The only difference is what level you live on. We keep things compartmentalized to insulate ourselves from lower ranks who aren’t used to being tortured and might give us up, but they can’t if they don’t know our name and have no details to spill.

      I walk for what feels like forever. My leg aches, and I’m thinking about my father and why he ever entered into a deal with his friend Igor. He would still be alive if it were not for some fucked up political shit with Russian oil companies. I know all about the importance of friendships. That’s why I’m here to help Kirill.

      We met at Princeton and soon realized we were from connected families. As a result, we became friends immediately and had a few years to fuck around being typical college kids. We were known for our clubbing in New York City. I met his family, and we made the most of spring breaks when we took road trips that consisted of family obligations and partying, especially in Miami Beach. Maybe I need my soul cleansed. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve found myself to be a blight on humanity.

      Besides, nothing could erase the brutal nights we spilled blood on New Jersey streets, learning how to be enforcers. Maybe it’s why I prefer the solitude of the computer world, creating programs and hacking others. To say we learn on the street at a young age is an understatement. I chuckle as I stroll through the airport terminal toward the exit.

      On the other side of security, I see Kirill and give him a rare smile.

      “Brother,” he says, and we hug each other.

      He starts talking in Russian. In my grandparents’ days, we’d stand out as peculiar foreigners speaking Russian at an airport. Today, it’s a cosmopolitan world, and we blend in like everyone else. We’re just two men speaking one language while others around us talk to each other.

      “You have to see our new club tonight.” Kirill’s voice is filled with pride.

      I listen to him tell me all about their newest club in the city and about the hot chicks just begging to be picked up and fucked. He tells me the girls today aren’t into getting married. Isn’t that great?

      “That’s too good to be true,” I reply.

      Women always want something. I don’t anticipate living long enough to commit to a woman. Kids? Forget it. They are all liabilities, and I love my home, where everything is in order.

      I’m married to the Bratva. I will only marry to fulfill an obligation to the family if I’m ordered to. In my world, marriages are usually arranged for financial gains such as money, territories, or allying with an enemy.

      Because I’m in the company of the largest producer in Europe, my eyes scan our surroundings, looking for breaches in security or anything out of the ordinary on the way to the parking garage. Call it a gift. All I know is that it’s saved my life more than once. Just because I’m not home where I’m a moving target doesn’t mean I’m safe here. There is wisdom behind the phrase, sleep with one eye open.

      Looking at the women around us, I see a huge difference between Americans and Russians. American women wear what looks like pajamas or workout clothes in public. I’m not inspired or enticed to fuck any of them.

      Volgograd isn’t the biggest city in Russia, but most people want to live their lives unnoticed. There are those trying to climb the echelon and make enough money to buy designer outfits and obtain an apartment in a Russian city. Getting an apartment that’s not shared requires bribes or favors from elected officials.

      Kirill follows the chirp of his car alarm and pops the trunk of his black Charger. My luggage makes a thick thunk in the trunk before we sink into the custom leather seats.

      “Nice car. They pay you too much. I can’t have this back home without having a bullseye on my back,” I say, half-joking.

      “New York City has its rats and dons, too,” he replies with a smirk as he puts a cigarette in his mouth, puts the car in reverse, revs the engine, and heads down the exit ramp going way too fast.

      The noise of the squealing tires echoes off the cement walls. I can tell he had the muffler modified, and from the engine’s sound, it’s also tricked out. It’s a beautiful car, but beauty can be a brutal downfall.

      Kirill pays the parking fee, and we exit the airport.

      His past is complicated, as his parents were in an arranged marriage. His mother is the daughter of the Italian Don, Santino Moretti. He chose to work for the Russians because his dad is a brigadier in the bratva and serves as a liaison to the Italians in New York City. This created an alliance with the Italians over twenty years ago. Still, the relationship is strained by disagreements over who controls the ports and gets what percentage of the profits. Screw arranged marriages. The only way out of one is death.

      I notice Kirill now has tattoo sleeves on both arms.

      “Nice tats,” I say in English, ignoring the dirty looks from onlookers in traffic who are annoyed with the noise of the car and his crazy driving. If only they knew I’ve killed for similar looks.

      “Thanks, I see you have more yourself. Was that for a lover or to commemorate a mission? Tell me the truth,” he coaxes me as he pushes the gas, and we lurch forward.

      He laughs. I chuckle. He’s still an asshole.

      “Something like that.”

      I leave it open. I don’t like talking about myself. I can’t let anyone into my inner circle. I can be an asshole too, and it’s cost me a few relationships. My only girlfriend died because I got into a beef with an Italian, and all the money I had couldn’t save her. I blame myself for not protecting her. If I can’t commit to anyone, I can’t risk disappointing a lover again. I would rather continue this way than to live a repeat of the guilt I feel over the past. I wonder what it would be like to be married and live like my brother sometimes. Would I have committed to Lena had she lived?

      I don’t know. I try not to think about it because things like that are unattainable for men like me. It doesn’t exist in our world. Beauty is Brutal is inked under my collarbone in Cyrillic. I got the tattoo after Lena’s death.

      I’m cursed to wander the world alone, and I shut out other possibilities. It’s better not to want what I can’t have. I’m not worthy of the love of a good woman. This I know. Everyone I touch dies—first, my only girlfriend, and now, my dad.

      Kirill lights his cigarette with the lighter in the dashboard and puffs out a circle as he merges into the dense traffic on the highway. I fill him in on Nikolay’s crazy drama in London. I mean, his fiancée is kidnapped before the wedding, for fuck’s sake. How could I not save the day for my brother?

      “If I had been in charge of security, that wouldn’t have happened,” I declare.

      “I know that you are a wickedly good techno-geek.” He puts the cigarette in his other hand, leans over, reaches in front of me, and pops open the glove compartment. “Open it,” he says with a grin.

      I bet he’s had this car customized for his lifestyle. When I reach in, I touch cold metal and immediately know it’s a 9mm Glock.

      “What the fuck, man? I assumed I was just here for some hacker shit and downtime, not involved in the action,” I complain as I cock it and check the chamber for bullets, and the gun is loaded. Satisfied, I reach back into the glove box, pull out the clip, attach it to my belt, and slide the gun into place. I conceal it with the tail of my dress shirt.

      “You can’t be here with me and be empty-handed.”

      Fuck. Like this never goes without an explanation.

      “Is there a war I don’t know about?”

      “Nah, just everyday life.” He looks in my direction and grins.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      I’m getting older, and with my leg the way it is, I have no love of running into unnecessary shit. It’s the main reason I switched from enforcement and turned to overseeing security on our safe houses and handling our holdings. It all falls under security, and I head it.

      “I’m just saying. It’s my playground now, but you never know who’s gonna join you in the sand pit.” He shrugs. “We have an hour to kill. Tell me about what you need for the job.”

      I rattle off the computer I need, and he pulls a burner phone from his pocket, makes a call, rattles off in Russian, and tells me I’ll have it.

      “So, any chance it will warm up while I’m here?” I ask. Hockey players love the frozen ponds in Russia. I want to try warmer weather for a change.

      “It’s June. We might hit eighty a few times. Why? You working on a tan?”

      “Mm, it would be nice to be on a beach.” I don’t mention Bali to him. If I ever have to disappear, it’s a place where no one knows to look for me. Most people who disappear themselves return to old patterns, and it’s only a matter of time before they show up at their favorite pizza place or with an old lover when the loneliness of being on the run gets to them.

      We roll into Greenwich Village in the city. I haven’t been here in years. Ironically, as we became educated men, our parents wanted us back home with our Ivy League degrees to make our legitimate business ventures look credible. When we were moonlighting on the streets, we knew there were plenty of contractors we could hire to do the dirty jobs for us. I polished my English while living in New Jersey, and Kirill lived the party life and made contacts.

      The difference between me and contracting something out is trust and the fact that I’m willing to kill to protect my own. People who join us because they need a paycheck aren’t in a life of crime for the right reasons. Their loyalty is to money. My loyalty is to blood, family, and honor, my holy trinity. Most of the men we kill are traitors, and we find them by following their trail of greed and misguided decisions. Men with addictions to gambling or vodka are not uncommon, but the men who skim to feed their vices will be exposed for their weakness. You steal from us, and you pay with your life. It’s the code we live and die by.

      I lean back as Kirill blasts tunes from speakers that make the car vibrate. It’s not like we can talk over it; he has the windows open. My hair is so short that it barely moves in the wind. I see the morning sun and think this could be anywhere in the world.

      My college degree is in business finance, but I learned more off the books than in class. Dad wanted me to have something he never had a chance to pursue: a legitimate path in life. Other than learning perfect English, I often wondered what the point of going to college was. There is only one path when one is born into our family.

      It’s nice to see Kirill. I figured we were due for a visit when he called. With Roman and Nikolay running Russia and London, I decided not to question it and take the trip. Why not?  It will only be a minute in the scheme of things, but it gets me out of my routine. Our sophisticated surveillance systems are online. At times, I have to organize numerous men in many locations physically. It’s enough work for two people. I needed a break.

      His skill set is more brutal than mine, which is why he works with the enforcers. He’s not a computer sleuth like me. I joke when I tell him his mother must have caused his anger issues. I’ve seen him in action, beating a target to a bloody pulp and leaving him with a head covered with hematomas and a broken jaw. We had many long weekends in Miami over long holiday weekends. His family used college to give him real-life exercises. I learned a few things from him, but lacked his years of martial arts training.

      He recently called me to help him in an official capacity. I have the blessing of his boss, Mikhail Pasnov. This wouldn’t be the first time an outsider looking at their books and tracking digital footprints is more successful than their own men. I won’t have preconceived notions of who it can’t be due to family ties or loyalty within the Bratva. I don’t have any family in Alexsei Sidovo’s Bratva. He is rumored to be one scary motherfucker. Even by my definition, he’s someone to be feared.

      In my book, there is no such thing as absolute loyalty. I have few friends, so Kirill and my brothers are extremely special. I trust them, and only them. Outsiders are unknown variables and make me uncomfortable.

      Kirill pulls up before a high-rise, and the building screams security.

      “What’s this?”

      “Your crash pad. It’s my secret safe house, so don’t let anyone follow you here. The place is equipped with upgrades.”

      I’m sure he doesn’t mean tile and granite countertops.

      I give him a sideways glance and furrow my eyebrows.

      “You’re not in trouble, are you?” I am not getting involved in a New York City turf war, especially if he knows a shit show is coming.

      “I’m legit, bro. We have no idea who is stealing from us or why. This is why we called in someone who doesn’t know our guys. We need your unbiased analysis.” He tosses me a key card, and I watch him punch in his code. “It’s registered under a name that’s not Russian and can’t be traced to me. It would take years of government oversight to track this.”

      He leads me up a private elevator to the eleventh floor of fifteen, and my card opens the door to a lavish condo with the city’s landscape below. It’s breathtaking. Yes, the place is fresh with a makeover, considering these buildings were constructed over one hundred years ago.

      I let out a low whistle. “This had to set you back a few pennies.”

      He chuckles. “I report to the pakhan’s advisor. It has its perks. It’s for Mikhail if shit happens, but I use it as my private getaway to decompress because I live with my parents. I doubt you’d want to stay with me,” he explains as he flips a switch that illuminates the overhead recessed lighting and the lights under the countertops.

      “If Mikhail picked this place, he’s got great taste. It’s insane.”

      I leave my luggage by the door and slide out of my shoes, leaving them in the entryway before walking through the kitchen to the living room. My toes sink into the plush white carpet as I stare out the huge picture window overlooking Washington Park. The condo is pristine. Everything is white.

      Ironically, more blood gets shed under the advisor’s directives than the Brigadier’s.

      “I hope you brought some dress clothes in that garment bag because we’re going to Club Sixty-Nine tonight.”

      Hearing Club 69 mid-swallow, I almost choke on my spit.

      “What? Are you serious?”

      “Oh, fuck yeah. Great name, right? My boss’s daughter will be there.”

      “You fucking her?” I quiz him.

      “Hell no, I’d be crazy to do that. She’s just out of college. She’s nice and fun, but I’d never touch her. I fuck other girls.” He grabs a glass and fills it with tap water. “Gee, you must be hungry. Let’s grab some food. You name it. I’ll take you to it.”

      Watching him drink the tap water, I wonder if he’s working tonight. Kirill is the man for the job if this girl needs protecting. He’s so honorable that her daddy won’t worry about her safety or anyone getting in her pants.

      How was I to know how incorrect my assumptions were?
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      It’s another Saturday without a date. I’m not sure which is worse, being alone on a Saturday or being without a job. What screams loser more? It’s a toss-up.

      I did not attend the graduation ceremony from the Fashion Institute of Technology. My roommate Alena offered to pay for my cap and gown, but I didn’t want her family’s blood money.

      We are best friends and like matching as much as possible when we dress up to go out. We’re the same height, but that’s where the similarities end. She has blond hair and a fair complexion of Eastern European descent. I have the dark hair and olive complexion of a Sicilian.  My hair is jet-black and shiny, like a pair of patent leather tuxedo shoes. I’m told it looks blue in the right light. Men turn their heads when we’re together, no doubt, to look at her, not me.

      She owns our flat and receives a monthly allowance from her father. She loves to party on the weekends and always gets the man she wants. She’s that pretty. I’m convinced she could apply her makeup in the dark and still have it come out perfect. Even in five-inch heels, she can walk like a runway model, making it look easy. I’d fall like a bowling pin, so I prefer wedged heels.

      She swings her narrow hips suggestively and acts like she’s completely unaware of her effect on the men watching. If that’s not enough, she also has huge boobs that defy gravity. I wish I had an ounce of her beauty, poise, and sophistication.

      I’ve seen her in action too many times to count. We’ll go into a crowded nightclub, and some guy will immediately surrender his bar stool so she can sit at the bar. The bartender will ask what she’s drinking because some unseen admirer has offered to pay. Cocktail in hand, she’ll swing around, cross her legs, and boldly stare at an attractive man across the room. And not necessarily the man who bought her the drink.

      When he returns her gaze, she’ll flip her hair over one shoulder like she’s in a shampoo commercial and curl her index finger to suggest he join her. Without hesitation, the lucky man will make a beeline for her, smiling as if he won the lotto.

      She doesn’t need the assistance of a glam squad to look camera-ready. I’ve seen her do it using only two products—lipstick and foundation. Somehow, she uses lipstick to make a cheeky color for her high cheekbones. The rest is history.

      She’s confident and knows how to use her body to get what she wants from a boyfriend. They never last long, and it always ends in heartache because she has no plans for a long-term commitment.

      When it comes to men, we could not be more different. I’m intimidated by most people, gorgeous men. I feel awkward and uncomfortable around them. I never assume anyone is watching me. I like working out at the gym in the building, and I’m shy.

      Regarding sex, my experiences are limited to occasional hookups that typically end in disappointment. Trust me, nothing worth repeating is going on between my sheets. Passionate sex is something I read about in steamy novels. I’ve given up on flirting with strangers in bars because they take my number but never call. I’m beginning to think I lack sex appeal.

      I subscribe to several fashion magazines to prepare for a career in fashion. Before they’re delivered to the newsstands, they’re delivered to my mailbox downstairs. I spend Sundays leisurely flipping the pages and studying the designs. I can’t afford any high-end designer brands, but that doesn’t stop me from dreaming.

      Her wardrobe is so extensive that she has things hanging on racks with rollers. Alena makes everything look effortless, from her hair to her makeup to fitting in with the girls from elite boarding schools.

      My attempts to compete with her look juvenile and end in disaster, like fake eyelashes. When I attempt to glue them on, I end up poking myself in the eyeball or gluing one to my cheek.

      I think the men like Alena because she is approachable and can have random sex without falling in love. Even with a hookup, I always wish it were more. I’ve never had a serious boyfriend. At this point, I’m convinced there may not be anyone for me in the city, or anywhere else for that matter.

      My mother said Daddy passed before I was born, and the lonely look in her eyes still haunts me. She was broken over losing him and didn’t date anyone seriously until I was five. She was killed in a car accident when I was seven, and my Aunt Emma raised me. We already lived with her in Connecticut, so I didn’t have to move. I still miss my mom, especially when my life is in the dumpster.

      When college started, Alena would pull me out of my funk on days when nothing was going to plan. She knows my worst days are at the beginning of every month—when I take money from my student loan account and immediately hyperventilate. When my mood turns black, she literally talks me off the ledge.

      My only family is my Aunt Emma, so I feel fortunate to have Alena in my life. She’s the sister I never had and gives me a sense of family. I wish I could afford to pay more to live here, but I’m up to my eyeballs in bills. And that doesn’t even begin to describe my dire situation. The reality is that I’m drowning in a tsunami of debt because nothing in New York is affordable. It’s days like this when I reconsider every decision I’ve made up to this point and fear I made a huge mistake. I’m reaching for things I can’t afford to support myself.

      I met Alena at a mandatory student orientation. We were in sync from the moment I said she looked familiar. I have no clue why I said that. Maybe subconsciously, she reminded me of a childhood friend. We exchanged information, and I wasn’t even sure if a cool girl like her would want to hang out with me. But she called me to grab a coffee, and we’ve been inseparable ever since.

      When she said her family was in waste management, I was afraid to be her friend. I might be naïve, but even I knew that meant mafia. I also knew she liked me, and I wasn’t going to risk spoiling our friendship by asking many stupid questions.

      While I was still living in a cheap motel room, a lawyer sitting next to me on the train seemed the right person to answer some of my questions. I told him my concerns, and he said that mafia members make good friends as long as I don’t piss them off.

      Alena and I continued to see each other in classes, and when she heard I needed an affordable place to live, she suggested I live with her for next to nothing. Beyond the low rent, there are plenty of other perks. I’ve been to her house for Christmas and Thanksgiving when I couldn’t afford the train fare to see my aunt in Connecticut.

      Her father is a large man with a booming voice that commands everyone’s attention. He’s intimidating, and on the rare occasions he visits, I duck into my room to avoid him. Rumor has it he’s high up the food chain in the Russian organization. I never fact-checked this information because I don’t want his name in my web browser’s history. Instead, I’m satisfied with whatever Alena tells me and stick to the rule of keeping my mouth shut and being loyal to them.

      I need her generosity because I’ll have to move home if I don’t get a job in the next few weeks. This means my dreams of making it big in the big city have failed, and I’ll end up working at some shitty mall in Connecticut. I doubt Alena would let me move out over my pride, but they say it goes before the fall.

      We live in Greenwich Village. Talk about great luck. The only caveat to this arrangement is that I’m not allowed to invite strangers over or tell anyone she’s my roommate. I initially chuckled, thinking it was a joke.

      Then she showed me the gun she carries for personal protection. My jaw dropped, and I agreed to do whatever it took to keep us safe. And so began my foray into the underworld. I only use her first name, and even at that, I only use it when necessary, especially when a slip of the tongue could put her safety in jeopardy. I have no desire to meet the men who are sent to punish traitors.

      She doesn’t talk about her home life much. Eventually, she told me her last name was Pasnov. Her father is the right-hand man of the Russian pakhan, Alexsei. I don’t ask for last names. What’s funny is that her father thinks I’m a conservative girl who will tame his daughter’s wicked and wild ways. Little does he know no one will tame her.

      Alena is flying through life like a Ferrari, speeding along the twists and turns of the Amalfi coast. If anything, she’s changed me. She coaxed me out of my cocoon and opened my eyes to the real world.  When she’s not snorting coke in the bathroom or puking in the toilette, she’s showing me how to enjoy the city. It’s a great place to live and party when you have money and connections.

      School ended on a sour note when my internship ended in May. The company went into a hiring freeze and could not offer me a job. Great. Can anything go my way?

      I want a day where everything goes as planned: a day of cappuccinos topped with a mountain of whipped cream and a cinnamon stick on the side, a stack of fashion magazines, and an email offering me a job with the locally based Haute couture by Ellis Grant or the New York City Ballet Company.

      What could be better than designing costumes for the dancers? I imagine my boss would be the latest version of Amanda Priestly from the movie The Devil Wears Prada, but I have to start somewhere. I’ll suck up what little pride I have left and hand out coffees and sandwiches to the most popular designer’s staff if it means I can work with the best. I will do whatever it takes to get my foot in the door. I can’t go back to Connecticut with my tail between my legs.

      Besides, I needed a paycheck a week ago. Even if I got this job by some miracle, it would take time to get my place between the limited housing available in NYC and the exorbitant deposits required.

      But here I sit, sipping a foamy drink while Alena digs through a closet overflowing with clothes. I watch her with amusement from my perch at the end of her bed. It’s like watching a feral Jack Russell Terrier look for their favorite toy.

      She pulls armloads of dresses still clinging to hangers for life support and tosses them on the bed. Some end up on my lap, and I run my hand across the exquisite fabrics.  The way she’s fussing over what to wear, you’d think she was preparing to walk the red carpet at the Academy Awards.

      “What are you doing?” I cajole her.

      “I need the perfect dress. We’re meeting some guys tonight. One of them works for my dad.”

      She ducks back into her closet and returns with an armful of designer stilettos. Her shoe collection is one that Imelda Marcos would envy.

      “What? I’m not going,” I say as my eyebrows practically join my hairline.

      “Fine.” She huffs. “Do you have plans tonight?” She drops the shoes and puts her hands on her hips as if I’ve done something wrong.

      “No.” Of course not. She knows I’m a homebody.

      “Then you’re going. Kirill has a friend with him, and it will be perfect,” she explains matter-of-factly as she picks up a dress and gives it a second of attention before tossing it on the discard pile.

      “Hm, let me guess, a friend of your dad’s? No, thank you.”

      “Don’t be such a stick in the mud. He’s nice.”

      “I’m sure, but I don’t need to know more about them.”

      “It’s fine. You’re my best friend. We’ve graduated, and you need to mingle. It’s a new club. Everyone who’s anyone will be there. You might make connections. My family knows people, and these guys know people. You need to realize the mafia has their hand in every pot, especially fashion.”

      Fuckity, fuck. She’s right. I’m sure her father could find me a job in a New York minute, but I’d never ask. I have enough problems without getting into bed with the mafia.

      Right then and there, I decided to get in bed with something other than the mob. I want tonight to be a night of debauchery. I take life too seriously, and maybe a good fuck is just what I need to turn my luck around. What would be the harm in a one-night stand? It has to be better than hooking up with my silicone appliance every night.

      Why not get royally fucked by a hot man? The city is full of them. How difficult can it be to get one to take me to his place and make me come on his dick?

      NYC is where the buzz on the street makes or breaks an establishment. Posting yourself on social media and getting into a club with an impossible waiting list is newsworthy. It takes status and power to open those doors. Maybe I’m going about this all wrong because Alena has a valid point. I’m not in Connecticut anymore. It’s time to reap the rewards of living in NYC.

      “It’s new. We’ll never get in,” I point out, knowing full well she or her dad will make sure we get the red carpet treatment.

      “Oh, pish posh.” She flips her wrist in a don’t worry gesture. “We’re in. Dad is a silent partner with the owners.”

      I should have known. This is her life. Her family name opens doors, or if necessary, her family kicks them down.

      Fuck. This club will undoubtedly be full of wannabes with over-inflated tits, asses, and lips. What is it about wanting to look like Jessica Rabbit? No one stops to think about the liposuction required to keep that cartoon waistline. Or how much booze and pills they need to numb themselves from the constant scrutiny of public opinion.

      I’m not about to give up solid food to be that thin. I hear champagne has the fewest calories, which is why all the A-listers drink it. I’ll make sure to drink that tonight when they bring it to the VIP table.

      I do enjoy being Alena’s wingman. She protects me from the snooty socialites who have no clue what it’s like to work for a living. I’ll never fit in, and I’m okay with it because I know what they have comes at a price.

      Alena’s father pressures her to make family appearances and attend social events when she’s the youngest in the room. All she wants is to be carefree and live like an immortal. Hell, we only live once. She has plenty of years to do her father’s bidding, in my opinion.

      “Before you say you have nothing to wear, pick something. I have tons. In fact, I haven’t worn half of these dresses.” She dumps an armful onto my lap.

      I set aside my drink and ran a hand across the textured lace fabric of the dress. I lift it, eyeing it with interest. It’s a cream-colored minidress with lining on the inside. It’s gorgeous and elegant. The price tag dangles from the designer label, and I can’t resist the temptation to peek. I turn it over and gasp when I see all the zeros.

      “I’m too afraid I’d ruin this, Alena. It’s very expensive.”

      “Oh, that dress,” she says upon seeing my choice. She dismisses my concerns. “I’ve never worn it, and if it gets ruined, I can buy another one. That color is perfect with your skin tone.” She eyes the dress and then me. “You’ll look amazing in it. I’m so jealous of how your skin looks tanned even in May.”

      “Sicilians, you can’t beat the nice complexion,” I say as my giggle emerges as a snort.  “Are we really graduates? I feel the same, don’t you?”

      I hug the dress to me. It’s gorgeous. If it weren’t for the fact that it barely covers my thong panties, it could be used as a wedding dress. The long sleeves will be perfect for a cool night, and they will hide the tattoo on my wrist.

      “Yes, that’s the fun of it. We’re young and we live in a city that never sleeps. Let’s stay up all night. Eventually, things will change, and one day, we’ll wish we had more nights like this…” Her voice trails off as she holds a red dress up to herself, looks at herself in a long mirror hanging on a wall.

      “What’s up? You don’t sound happy.”

      “Oh, nothing. I mean, Dad will want me to get married soon. I have a degree, but no one expects me to use it.” She tosses the red dress in the discard pile and picks up another.

      “Oh, that sucks. I thought you were kidding when you mentioned it before. Isn’t it archaic?”

      “Yes, but it is the way,” she says, borrowing a line from Obi-Wan Kenobi in Star Wars.

      “Still, you worked hard for your degree. Don’t you want your independence?”

      “Ha, like Dad will allow that. He let me have four years of freedom during college, but that will be over soon,” she replies matter-of-factly.

      “All right, well, I have to run out and pick up some stuff for dinner. Do you need anything? I thought we’d make paninis.”

      “Oooh, sounds great.” She drags out the “O.” We’re not expected at the club until ten. That’s early, but I thought we’d spend time alone before we meet the guys. You know my father’s men are cock blockers.”

      I can’t stop my chuckle as it bubbles out. She’s so flippant about how things work. She’s got all the angles, that’s for sure. Growing up in her father’s shadow taught her as much, if not more than, any soldier under him. I wouldn’t put my money on her in a street fight, but a battle with words is one she would dominate.

      We discuss the ingredients needed for dinner before I grab my small purse and keys and exit through the lobby. The lobby, with its black and white checkerboard floor and walls lined with mailboxes, is secure, requiring residents to use a code to enter.

      As I walk five blocks to a corner grocer, I can’t shake the feeling of being watched creepily. Having Alena as a friend, I’ve gained more street smarts, but I still can’t tell the difference between a stalker and a birdwatcher. If scary movies have taught me anything, it’s that stalkers wear hoodies, not binoculars.

      I tell myself I’m being suspicious and paranoid. There’s no abusive or disturbed ex in my background. I’m sure Alena, who is connected, is who they want. Shit! What if they think I’m her?

      The store is a few steps away when a customer exits, and I slide through the open door like I’m stealing third base. I feel safer under the glare of the bright fluorescent lights, but I’m still too scared to look behind me.
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      “Hi, Marco,” I say as I pass the owner and make my way to the meat section.

      It’s an Italian deli, and everything here is sublime. Pricey—but worth it. I sent resumes out to theater companies today and hope something comes through. Crap, if Alena gets married, I’ll need to move out. She’ll rent or sell hers and will probably live in an incredible penthouse overlooking Central Park.

      I’m sure she’ll go to a bigger and better place, especially if her dad has money to sink into a nightclub. Even I know liquor licenses are limited and costly. I select pre-cut meats for today, grab cheese, and hear the bell on the door jingle. I see a large man in a black hoodie, his hands shoved into his pockets. I quickly turn my back and think he won't see me if I don’t look at him.

      Fuck. This can’t be a coincidence. Young kids wear those, not men in their forties, right? I grab a loaf of Italian bread. Done. Well, hell, mafia men on the street love joggers.

      “How are you, Izzy?” Marco rings up my food.

      “Great, you?”

      “Good day. Supposed to rain tomorrow. We’ll see.” He’s in his fifties and is always nice, but he’s known me for years. I’ve heard him speak Italian, and it’s such a pretty language. It makes me wish I knew one romantic language.

      I’m relieved to see in the mirror behind Marco that the stranger has moved to the other side of the store. I wonder how the shopkeeper manages to do his job when the crime rate is so high. I smile at him nervously as I slide my card into the machine and breathe a sigh of relief when it beeps and “accepted” shows on the screen.

      “Have plans tonight?”

      “Yes, thank you, we’re going to a new club. Thanks, Marco.”

      I take the bag filled with our dinner and nervously bump open the door when I exit. Shit, that hurt my shoulder.

      It’s in the seventies today, and the walk home is lovely as I pass the park. The trees are getting ready to bloom. I want to turn around and see if the guy is behind me, but that’s too obvious. I pull out my phone, making it appear like I’m filming a video. Only it is a video to ensure my safety. I push the red record button on the screen and hold it above my head so I can see behind me. I feel like a dork.

      “This is me by the park…great day for a walk,” I speak loudly so that strangers walking by can hear me. But this is New York City, and no one pays attention. I notice the man in the hoodie slows his pace and ducks his head.

      Fuck.

      He confirms my worst nightmare. I post the video to one of my social media accounts in case I disappear in the following three blocks and send it to Alena.

      I text.

      
        
          
            
              
        This dude is following me. Do you know why?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dots appear, then:

      
        
          
            
              
        Fuck, I’ll meet you downstairs.

      

      

      

      

      

      My breathing is more like a chugging freight train, heavy and laboring with terror by the time I reach the door. Oddly, we both peek at the street again, and the man is gone. Alena hugs me to her.

      “Whew, that was so weird,” I say, embracing the comfort of her arms. I’m shaking.

      “Are you sure he was following you or…”

      “I’m wondering if he wants you,” I reply as we squeeze into the elevator.

      Her eyes loom across the small space like flying salad plates.

      “Oh, shit.” Her face turns pale now that she’s connecting the dots.

      “There’s a reason you’re in a secure building near a park, with lots of pathways and traffic,” I add.

      “I never thought much of it. Dad picked the flat.”

      “Is something going on with your dad?” It’s the only logical conclusion. My hand shakes as we get off on our floor, and by the time I open our door, Alena is texting her dad. I drop the food in the kitchen and head to my bedroom. I sit in front of my sewing machine, fussing with fabrics until my heart rate returns to normal.

      My mind is cluttered, wandering. I’m in shock. What if I were taken? What if someone wants me to get to Alena?

      When I'm anxious, working with my hands helps me stop fidgeting and transports me back to when I was seven and learned my mother wasn’t coming home. It started shortly after that, the fidgeting and the heaviness in my chest. I can’t dismiss the thoughts of what could have happened, and those thoughts are racing through my mind. Then, my mind drifts into what might happen in the future. Then it’s a train ride of doomsday thoughts, going to dark places.

      Over the years, I’ve learned to stop the thoughts from getting away from me. Using my creativity is one way I escape the ugliness of the world. I want to think, in some small way, my talent makes the world more beautiful. My time is better spent being productive than rehashing the past or dwelling on misfortunes I can’t control.

      I might not be able to change the past, but I’m trying to control my future. Mom didn’t want me to live in New York City, and my aunt protested my move. I refuse to be a slave to the past. Mom’s not here, and she’d want me to pursue my dreams. She loved it when we’d play dress up, and I’d add accessories to our outfits. I wonder what she would do with her life if she were still alive.

      I head to the kitchen to prepare dinner, and Alena joins me.

      “Dad said no one should have a beef with me or you. But he’ll investigate it. I’m not sure if he believed me.” Her face is quizzical. “Why would someone want me?”

      “Because your dad is someone of importance. Who knows? Could be a million reasons.”

      She sits in our tiny nook in the kitchen and waits for me to dig into the paninis I pressed. She has a device for making them, and they come out perfect. I don’t know what she’d get as a wedding gift. She has everything. I’m being silly. I remember The Godfather and realize she’ll be handed oodles of cash.

      She’s wearing faded skinny jeans and a white blouse that ties at her navel. Her mouth wraps around the sandwich. She takes a bite, chews, and swallows. “These are delicious, thank you.” She swallows her diet soft drink and seems to have dismissed my near brush with death.

      Maybe this has happened to her before. I’m afraid to ask, but if she isn’t worried, maybe her dad has security on us. Perhaps I’m delusional. I shrug it off, but I can’t forget the waves of panic that gripped me as I walked faster to make sure I reached the safety of our building. I’m fortunate she was home and opened the door for me. Who knows what would have happened if I had to take a minute to punch in my code?

      Alena thanked me for making lunch and volunteered to clean the kitchen. I return to my room and hold the dress briefly, wishing my mother were here. I hold to me and move in front of my full-length mirror. The long sleeves are lacy, and my skin will show through the open areas in the sleeves, which are elegant and tastefully sexy.

      I love the dress and can’t wait to get my first assignment on creating something incredible and get paid for my labor. In the corner of my room is a free-standing rack with a man’s suit and dresses I created for my senior project. Money was tight, and school kept me busy, so I didn’t make many items for myself. Now, I wish I had made something with the nightclub in mind. I’m sure there’s a market for affordable dresses without the high price tags.

      I wonder if I’ll get noticed in this dress. No man has ever given me the kind of attention Alena receives. Her male friends will carry on conversations with me, even bat their eyes at me, and tell me funny stories to entertain me, but I see through it. They pass the time in a club before it gets late and then launch the sales pitch for me to return to their place. I know they want sex. I don’t believe love happens in an instant. Maybe for a man, but for me, not so much. I can’t say I’m not envious of how men look at Alena with hunger in their eyes. She’s known most of these men for years. It’s one thing the mafia offers, and ironically, it’s the one thing I don’t have. Family. They have stories from their youth. They know each other’s faults and love each other no matter how many arguments they’ve had over the years.

      I believe love exists. Otherwise, my mother wouldn’t have been so sad without my father. I sigh as I swirl around with the dress held to me. I’ll go out tonight because I love to dance, and it will help me forget about this afternoon. Maybe I’ll meet a mature man who makes me dizzy with desire. I’m tired of the toys in my dresser drawer, and maybe tonight, with this dress, I’ll get lucky and find someone who captures my attention. Why not? What’s the harm in a hookup? I’m giving myself a pass to have sex, and I hope I pick a man who knows what he’s doing.

      “Do you want me to do your eyes?” Alena hollers from her vanity.

      “Sure, just no fake eyelashes. I don’t want to look like Cleopatra.”

      “You’re always so dra-ma-tic,” she annunciates the word dramatic to mock me.

      I’m not dramatic, just the opposite. I don’t like to be the center of attention because I don’t think I’m worthy of it. I like making other people look glamorous; if they want something dramatic, I’ll do it. I don’t have an acting bone in my body. I attended and graduated from an incredible college, hoping it would improve my odds of getting a job. With the economy the way it is, I don’t feel so optimistic now that my leads are drying up.

      Alena has her bills covered and doesn’t need work. She says she’ll be marrying some Russian soon and hopes he’s not old and reeking of vodka. It’s their tradition to have arranged marriages.

      I was the center of my mother’s world, so maybe I don’t know what it’s like to be the center of a man’s affection. I’ve often wondered why Mom didn’t bring many men around until I was older. She said she had me, and it was enough.

      The coincidence of both my parents dying in car accidents makes me consider that there might be a conspiracy theory to explain it all. But my dad died before I was born, and my mom died seven years later. Besides, I’m no one special. I can’t imagine why anyone would want me.

      Kidnapping and killing are extreme measures, and I would assume they would only be used in dire situations. I can’t imagine I’m important enough for someone to consider me a threat to them. It’s not like I’m wealthy. However, I do worry about Alena. The hoodie man was tailing me to get to her or slip into our building.

      I take a shower and wash my hair. After I dry off, I wrap the towel around me and wrap another around my head. It tends to be curly. I walk to Alena’s room on light feet.

      “Are you going to get married soon?” I observe her laying foundation and BB cream on her face. She’s a perfect Russian princess with perfect skin. Where will I live if she gets married before I obtain my own apartment?

      “Probably. Daddy will arrange something. Maybe it will be to the don’s son if I’m so lucky.” She scoffs, so I don’t think that will happen. “I just want him to be close to my age and good to me.”

      She dismisses the archaic process of arranged marriages as if it’s nothing. She has years of knowing the ways of the bratva world, whereas I’m still learning. I can’t ask many questions or pry… if I value my life.

      “I’d love to have a boyfriend who would bring me roses or those cute little squares of chocolate with caramel in the middle. Oh, and I love the raspberry-flavored ones. They’re so addicting, aren’t they?”

      “You’re a freaking twig, Izzy. I’d gain five pounds off of three of them.”

      She peers into a unique mirror with special lights. Her skin is alabaster, but by the time she finishes her handiwork, she’ll look stage-ready to the point I’ll only know her by her hazel eyes, mannerisms when she flirts, and her sassy voice when she makes a point.
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