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      In a world governed by power and vicious allegiances, Nikolay, the reluctant heir to Russia's mafia throne, finds himself plunged into a life fraught with danger and clandestine traditions. Following the death of his formidable father, the now-don, he's bound by a time-honored arranged marriage meant to merge the realms of two dominant families.

      As the frost of the Russian underworld nips at his heels, Nikolay journeys to the heart of London, a city where secrets from the shadows threaten to unravel the fragile peace his father's rule had maintained. Entangled in a marriage with the independent Anya, he must navigate the turbulent waters of loyalty, love, and the relentless challenge she poses.

      Amidst the cold sparkle of England's capital, alliances will be tested, and a new era of the criminal underworld will be forged as love blossoms amidst the chilling grasp of danger, binding families in a bond stronger than blood. With every life he holds dear teetering on the precipice of annihilation, will Nikolay rise as the don his father envisaged, or will the cold-blooded tendrils of the mafia claim him as yet another victim of its ruthless ambitions?

      In this enthralling saga of love, power, and the unyielding grasp of destiny, every decision Nikolay makes will carve the path of the empire's future, for better or for worse.

      If you are looking to escape into the fast-paced mafia world of stalking, secret identities, and deliciously heated arranged marriages, you’ll get all that and more in the Volkov Bratva Romance Series.

      This is an arranged marriage, kidnapping occurs and there is a mole in the organization so the hero and heroine's lives are in danger.

      If you need to escape into the fast-paced mafia world of stalking, secret identities, and deliciously heated arranged marriages, you’ll get all that and more in the Volkov Bratva Romance Series.
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        Welcome to the Volkov family. This is a series of three brothers born in Russia and their love stories. This series was amazing to write. There is an overall story arc, and each book ends in a HEA.

        I hope you enjoy these handsome devils.

        XO,

        Zoe
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      “You're in my house now, Anya... and my bed is down the hall.”

      I didn’t ask for a wife.

      Didn’t want the complication—the distraction.

      But then she walked through my door—storm in her eyes, defiance in every step, and I forgot every reason I had to stay away.

      She’s not the scared girl I remember. She’s sharp and beautiful, and she hates me.

      Too bad.

      Because she’s mine now.

      Not just in name. Not just by blood.

      Mine to protect. Mine to break. Mine to taste... when I finally stop pretending I can resist her.

      She sleeps just down the hall, wrapped in silk and fury.

      And every night, I lie awake, fists clenched, thinking about how good she’d sound begging.

      This marriage?

      It was meant to be an arrangement.

      But she’s about to learn what it means to belong to a Volkov.

      Nikolay
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        Thank you to my husband—you are my rock.
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      Nikolay

      I park my black Porsche 911 Turbo S in the large driveway and greet my father’s right-hand man as he opens the front doors made of glass and etched with our family crest.

      Our estate outside of Volgograd is among the upper echelon of Russia. We enjoy a nice chunk of land, six bedrooms, seven bathrooms, a gym, and a theater. It reeks of something belonging to Los Angeles A-listers, only it's winter most of the year, and people dress differently.

      The paparazzi are careful in what they print. Otherwise, they might disappear. Dad has more surveillance cameras than I can count. Most are hidden. I'm not convinced it is beneficial, as anything unsavory can be scrubbed. I think hundreds of years of subversion to keep an entire country under control won't be undone by modern technology.

      “Good morning.” Boris stands aside for me to pass. “Your father is in his office.”

      “Thank you.” He gives me a weak smile before walking in the other direction. He has other duties to carry out for Dad, I'm sure.

      Why were we summoned? We have no major beef going on with others at the present time. No blood has been spilled this year. Life has been good.

      It is with trepidation I make my way to Dad's office. Mom is nowhere to be seen, which is another red flag if you ask me because she would never pass up a chance to see Roman. She was allowed to baby him, and he never went away to boarding school like Dmitry and me. We rag on him about it all the time. He's spoiled beyond what I call healthy. He pulls his weight nonetheless and is adept at carrying out missions we need covered without quarreling.

      We don't waste our money on gauche items like the nouveau riche who pop up like weeds in our society. They are beyond ridiculous in their attempts to prove they are someone and belong in our world. They don't understand––we don't give a damn. New money isn't a threat to us. We have our closed circuit, and it's not changing any time soon.

      We're entrenched in Russia's landscape like the Kremlin. However, I am not opposed to owning nice things. I have a weakness for fine-tailored clothing and beautiful women who are slightly older. I like maturity. Mama says I'm too serious. I know the Bratva comes first. I can't let my guard down, as I will lead it one day. Our family comes first.

      My new leather loafers move silently over the Persian rugs in the hall. He must have been in here last night, no doubt sipping cognac as he smoked because a trace of a cigar lingers in the air as I approach his office.

      I enter his lair with old books and family pictures crammed into the floor-to-ceiling built-in bookcase. A never-played chess set is on display between two chairs in a corner.

      “Dad,” I greet my father as he comes around his desk, and we hug briefly. Dark circles under his eyes confirm my suspicion he never went to bed last night. He returns to the large mahogany desk as I take off my coat.

      “It's about time you joined us,” my younger brother says from where he’s sitting on the arm of a leather sofa near my father’s desk. Even though it is worn and faded, my father clings to it for the memories we shared sitting on it when it was the only couch we owned. As kids, we were only allowed to watch American TV shows when Dad happened to be home. After he made billions, our lives changed drastically. I can't deny those were simpler, and honestly, happier times.

      “Dmitry, I'm happy you could join us. I thought you would be visiting one of the brothels for your flavor of the week,” I tease my younger brother from across the room. We saw each other a few days ago, working for the family business.

      “Boys,” Dad's voice commands as he plants his large hands on the desk with a jarring emphasis to get our attention before he sits. Our boss, and father remains still.

      Immediately I stop cajoling my brother and find a spot by the window overlooking the pool and the grounds. Beyond the landscape, the gray clouds are rolling across the sky.

      Dmitry sits taller as if he's been scolded. I check my father's face for a read on the situation. Is he mad at us? It's clear from his pallid complexion he's tired.

      “We are here on a serious matter. I would appreciate it if you would both behave.” He looks at me, as I'm the oldest. “Where is your brother Roman?”

      Under different circumstances, I would've continued to make smart-ass remarks because I love to push my brother's buttons. However, seeing as how Dad is upset and in a black mood, I hold my tongue. Today is an example of the shitstorm world in which we make our millions. My guess is that something terrible has happened or needs to be prevented.

      At the sound of approaching footsteps, we all look to the door. The tile floors are made to look like wood, and it's impossible to make a silent entrance. Roman is so tall he barely clears the doorway, and his fitted jeans have to be specially ordered. His casual dress shoes are no surprise.

      He sheds his leather jacket and tosses it on a chair. “What's going on?” he asks. “I just got in last night,” he explains while sitting beside Dmitry. He’s picked up on the dour mood filling the room.

      “Great.” Dad’s face relaxes upon the final arrival. Normally, he’s eager to see us and share his business dealings. However, today he seems stressed. “I have some news you might not want to hear, but it has to be said, nevertheless. Nikolay,” his eyes find mine, "you should have a seat."

      “What can be that important, Father?" I've been to this room many times over the years, and never has it been life-changing. Sure, I stayed out past my curfew as a kid. I always ran with the wrong crowd because we are the wrong crowd, and I don't apologize. Someone has to be able to step into my father's footsteps when the time comes. Dad always said it would be me. God, I hope he's not ill. I’m not ready to assume the responsibility of the family business. And I’m certainly not prepared to get married, something that’s expected of a don.

      I sink into the large chair closest to our father. It's where I should be. I'm in command if he's not here. Dad sits in his leather office chair with his back to the bookcase. He's safer when he's nowhere near the windows. Traditionally, we associate drive-by shootings with America. Here, murders are made to look like accidents. It appears there is a use for retired, faceless KGB agents.

      “First things first. One of my closest friends died yesterday. I only got word of it late last night.” He gathers his breath. “My friend, Igor Petrov, ran a mafia organization in London, and it appears he got in with the wrong crowd. By the wrong crowd, I mean officials here in Russia.”

      Dad's voice quivers. I wonder if this is about losing his friend or something else. Maybe he hasn't told us everything. He's too smart to make a bad investment. My concern is growing, and I wonder if we'll be affected by Igor's sudden demise.

      Roman lets out a low whistle. Never, ever trust elected officials. Father's first rule of business was never to trust anyone, but mostly the powers of government. Mafias rose like wildflowers after the fall of the USSR, and we're independent of the Kremlin's reach. Do they want to own us? I'm sure the head leaders are chomping at the bit to control us, but my father has a network of loyal cronies who despise the ruler and help Dad stay off the grid. We don't want anyone to foil our business deals, nor do we want them to ask us for favors, such as stashing billions of rubles to hide them from international eyes.

      Dad continues without commenting on Roman’s vocalization. "Supposedly, he hung himself in his secure office building, but I think we all know better. I promised him years ago that, should something befall him, I would make sure his family is taken care of." Dad folds and unfolds his hands on the blotter covering the top of his desk. He turns to me, staring into my eyes.

      All that's going through my mind is shit.

      What the fuck have we gotten ourselves into?

      “Nikolay, I need you to go to London. You are to marry his eldest daughter, Anya. I do not know if his enemies will target the rest of his family. However, I owe it to my friend to protect his firstborn child. You can see the rest of the family settled as you see fit. We discussed the two of you marrying at some point in time. I've postponed it for years to give you time to mature. You are thirty, and she just turned twenty-five, so it is appropriate.”

      “No,” instinctively flies out of my mouth.

      “What?” Dad raises his voice again.

      “Dad, that is so outdated,” are my last words, smoothing over the fact that I'm being disrespectful. He's Don Volkov. I am being rude even by family standards. “We don't do that anymore. Surely, there is another way we can protect the girl.” She’s the same girl I had a crush on when we were in school. She was the first girl to get under my skin in a way no person ever has. We had a connection. Where others feared me, she stood up to me and called me out for teasing her. It’s been years. I wonder what she looks like now. We were only kids. I’m sure our crush was only that—perhaps she’s met someone to love by now.

      I snap back to the present. I have more important things to do. I can't be married. I prefer my women to be older, not younger.

      “I'm a businessman,” I say as I sit in the chair and lean over my bent knees to take in my father.

      “That's exactly why you need to be the one to go. You are the one who will take over when I am no longer here. We need a larger presence and legitimacy in London. Marrying Anya will automatically get us in larger circles, and our Bratvas will be one. Together, you two can rule better than going it alone. Until your wedding, we need to protect our interests in London, and we will divest ourselves of our friend’s ill-fated businesses, the ones that are part of whatever debacle he got himself into.” Dad rubs his palms together as he shifts in his chair. “My friend’s death was over his refusal to sell stock short and give up profit margins with an oil company he got into bed with last year.”

      I take a long breath. I didn’t see this coming. Father is too smart to play with the political landscape. Our government is more dangerous than our rivals in organized crime. I slump in my chair with the news of Igor. Anya... it’s been so many years since I’ve seen her, and memories I buried break free. I shake them off as Dad sits in his overstuffed chair, the type one would find in a high-end hotel, not a home office.

      “I warned him not to do it. I went in on it myself, so I hope it doesn’t affect me. I knew better, but he could be persuasive. The rumor is that the government is raising money again. Maybe Igor didn’t want to take a loss. They killed Igor to make an example of him, thus ensuring upcoming negotiations wouldn’t be met with resistance. I hope once you marry his daughter, everything will return to normal. In the meantime, there is no way Igor’s wife can run the business. I’ve notified Liev that you are coming. He’s back in our London operation. He will handle our money collections and work with Igor’s consultant, Konstantin. You will be poised to merge our businesses. We need to remain strong, son.” His steely eyes, filled with fear, meet my gaze. “Otherwise, we’ll have other nefarious organizations in London picking our operation apart, piece by piece. We can’t risk a power grab; you know what happens next.” His voice falls a few octaves as he remembers his friend.

      “War,” Dmitry interjects passively.

      “I have a life here,” I groan. Not to mention, the relocation will mess up my weekend plans for sexual encounters at our private club.

      “You’ll take over our estate in London. It’s massive. Take Anya there, have a wedding as quickly as possible, and keep it a secret. You’ll be a target if insiders want the throne,” he warns as he swivels in his chair so our bodies face each other. I catch a flicker of light in his eyes as he reminds me it’s my duty to marry.

      Sure, he hounded me for years, but thirty is still young. I thought I had a few more years of freedom before I was expected to carry on the family name. Forty looked like a good number, even if I was deluding myself.

      “On your turf, you can control security. Look for impostors. You need to be careful. If done correctly, we will send a message to Bratva and our rivals. Anya is to be one of us. We’re respected as we own our steel company and shipyards. You will clean up Igor’s books. Any businesses with partners we don’t want, we liquidate.” His voice is strained, as if his throat is constricted. I wonder what he’s not telling me. He leans back in his padded chair now that he’s delivered his message and seemingly relaxes.

      By delegating and shifting the burden to us, he's beginning to come out of the dark place he dwelled in when I arrived. Now, I notice color returning to his face. He seems sold on aligning our families and increasing our income. Done correctly, we'll gain more clout, increasing our power. I shouldn't lament the fact that I have to be sacrificed for the Volkov Bratva, considering it will be mine someday. We were raised to serve.

      Dad takes a handkerchief from his pocket and wipes his brow. I don't have the heart to fight him on this farce of a marriage idea. I'll go to London and try to find a way to wiggle out of the wedding once he gets over the shock of his friend's death. We were also raised never to show or give mercy. It's reserved for immediate family, and I utilize it now as a member of this family.

      Marriage to Anya will be an arrangement. I'll never give my heart. It belongs to the Bratva. There is no room for love, only business. Even children are a business move because I will need an heir one day.

      Contemplating my change in plans, I rub the overnight stubble on my chiseled chin. I'll have more time to think on the jet. No doubt Anya will be easy to push off as she's young and inexperienced in the ways of the world and bed as well. I've been told she's a virgin—a fact my father confided in me before I left him.

      I hope she'll be subservient. I don't have time for a young woman who doesn't understand family business. If she resists me, I will change how I think about my cock regarding women. Making love is both a talent as much as it is an art. I happen to excel at both. One only needs to look at my house, which is filled with my expensive art collection, to understand that I appreciate beautiful things.

      I leave to pack for my trip to London. I pass Mom on the way out, and she promises to have some of my artwork in storage shipped to London. She mentions the mansion has been renovated this past year to prepare it for the day I would marry. It's woman's work, but she went out of her way to update the family estate. It's a loving gesture, so I thank her.

      After tidying up my home and packing, I have dinner out with Pavel, my advisor, known as a consigliere in Italian Mafia. He is my trusted friend I’ve known since my teenage years. We met after I moved here from the small town where I was born. I fill him in on the upcoming changes and turn in for an early night.

      It’s been a long day, and a good night’s sleep is needed. I crawl into an empty bed. I sleep alone no matter what; it’s how I stay on top of my game and keep my emotions focused on business, not pussy.

      The phone rings and jolts me awake at two in the morning. Nothing good happens in the middle of the night. As a made man, it’s the time of night when death occurs or war breaks out. I am reluctant to answer, knowing it’s bad news.

      “Da?”

      It’s Mom, and she’s not making sense. Russian is rattled off like M14 bullets.

      “Breathe. What is it?” Asking is semantics. If she’s calling me, Dad is dead.

      “Your father is gone. He had a late dinner. I woke up. He’s not here. I heard someone say they were ambushed on the drive home. Your father was shot. Boris is dead, too.” Her voice wavers.

      It’s too early to know if this is an attack on the entire operation or retribution. Dad was not himself today. I’ve never seen him nervous. I assume he and Igor were in bed on a deal that went south. How could he not confide in me?

      “I’ll be right there. Don’t move.”

      Fuck. I call my brothers to meet me at the house. We assemble in Dad’s office, and just like that, I’m the king of the empire, the new Don. We go over assignments and live to see another day.

      Morning dawns. Dad’s body is cremated, and we hold a small service in three days. The Brigadiers and close associates join us in attending my father’s funeral. The rain is fitting for the occasion. “Even God is crying,” Mom murmurs.

      We have a simple wake at the house. Mom is busy with food and has her share of vodka. I can’t deny her the comfort of numbing oneself. I’m sure she blames herself in some way. I pay homage to the man who molded me into who I am today, even though I carry my sorrow in my heart. I’ll deal with it later, maybe never.

      There is no news of who ambushed his car. The local police don’t give a damn. I’m sure they’ve been paid off, or it is a cover-up by the government; every elected official is corrupt. It’s impossible to tell who has been paid to do what, not that it makes any difference. Dad is gone.

      I resign myself to the fact that my marriage is now set in stone. It makes no difference if the killer is found. Collectively, we agreed it must be linked to Igor, and Dad was involved or remotely attached because no one had stormed our or our men's houses in a bid to take over what is known as the Volkov Bratva.

      As the pakhan, I put Dmitry in charge of our Russian operations, with Roman as our utility man to fill in where needed. We've increased the guards around the house. When no gunfire erupts, I assume the hits on Igor and Dad took care of whatever issue there was to settle. Life goes back to normal if this is what one calls normal.

      We can't ask too many questions. Here, we swallow the propaganda the government officials feed us to avoid drawing attention to ourselves, which would cause us to end up in prison or, worse, dead. In reality, we may never know the truth. I assembled the top echelon of the Bratva and my brothers, and we all agreed that this reeks of government retribution.

      Dmitry is our tech man, and he might find something in the coming weeks to explain why our father is dead at fifty-two. Mama is having a hard time coping with the loss. They were in love as teenagers, and her heart was broken. She’s taking sleeping medications prescribed by our doctor, who makes house calls. Our staff at the house wait on her, and Roman visits often, but she’s reluctant to leave her bed.

      “Mama, I have to leave for London. We need the alliance with Igor’s organization to keep London solidified, and I’ll see what I can find out. I know you’ll always miss Dad. We all will. I must keep the Bratva going, so I’m doing my duty. You’ll have a daughter-in-law in a few weeks. The family will grow if we stay united. Dad’s death won’t divide our Bratva.”

      Mom is always dressed to the nines, her hair coiffed weekly, so to see her as a shell of a person under the bedcovers breaks my heart. This is why I refuse to fall in love. It’s not worth the agony when death eventually delivers the fatal blow. I swore never to love. I fear putting anyone in danger due to my stature in the organization. It’s one reason I was happy Anya moved to London, even though I was pissed at her parents for taking her away. The wall around my heart is a fortress no one can break. Plenty have tried, and they’ve been disappointed.

      What will it be like to see her again?

      I stand, then lean over the bed. I hug Mom.

      “I love you, Nikolay. Take care. I can’t lose you too.” The sorrow in her voice makes me want to stay an hour longer, but my obligations are elsewhere.

      “I’ll be fine. We’re being vigilant. I need to reinforce our organization in London. It can’t wait.”

      She nods. A true Bratva wife knows no one will hold her hand in a crisis. The Bratva comes first. Everyone is on deck to protect it at any cost.
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      Anya

      Two days later, Mom still mopes around the house in a fog of grief. She’s becoming an apparition; only a ghost would move. She’s not. I wish she had more of a backbone. She’s not one to assert herself, and because of this, I learned at an early age I had nothing to lose by speaking my mind. I wanted a different life for myself, swearing I’d never marry a man in the mafia.

      Many arguments occurred with Papa, but he paid for my college education and a flat to get me out of the family house. I must have pissed him off royally. Blimey, father-daughter arguments are a pain in my ass. I can do without the drama. I’m sure it was Papa’s decision that I moved out. It made his life easier even if he had to part with money. He hates doing that!

      “Mom, you have to eat.” I implore Mom to no avail. She sniffles, raises her handkerchief to her red nose, and blows. I’d laugh if I could; she sounds like a ship’s horn, but under the circumstances, I’m sure we won’t share a laugh for months. Meanwhile, Papa’s body isn’t being released due to an investigation because they are looking for further proof he committed suicide. Numerous investigators have inquired about his state of mind. Konstantin warned us not to say too much, telling us the outcome has been paid for and if we make waves, we could be next to an unfortunate accident.

      Papa is gone. Our guard, Sergei, sweeps the house daily for bugs. I can’t help but check out how smoothly he moves about the room. I had a crush on him when I was younger. I like it when he smiles at me. He shouldn’t, but he does when no one is looking. He’s tall, with golden-blond hair. I find tall men attractive. I like the attention I get from him, as Papa’s less-than-stellar reputation kept men at bay. With Sergei, I have a male around, and never for a minute do I think he’d act on anything physically. Besides, I promised Papa that I would save myself for marriage in exchange for school.

      The house is quiet without Papa's loud voice. He loved being in his office, talking loudly on the phone to show his importance. I suspect Konstantin, Papa's Bratva advisor, is preparing our soldiers for war because he hasn't been around today.

      Papa kept us out of his dark world for our safety. My sister, Katerina, is not one to be trusted with secrets because she's immature for her age. She's into videos and posting the fancy food she eats with Mom on her social media accounts. I consider her to be more like an American teenager. However, she's twenty and isn't prepared for the real world. With Papa gone, our lives will change drastically. I wonder who will take his place as head of our Bratva.

      Women aren't allowed to rule; it's a patriarchal society. We're to be seen, not heard. I feel like a character in one of those fictional romance books where only men can have power, and I resent it with all my being. I like breaking molds designed to keep the status quo.

      The only information I have on Dad's death is from what is posted in the papers. If it's a hit, it will be covered up. Few governments want to admit to organized crime on their watch, even if many elected officials are on our payroll. The fact of the matter is they are on other mafia payrolls as well. That's why the truth of hits and turf wars don't appear on mainstream TV. I'm not naïve enough to believe Papa killed himself. I'm also smart enough to know I can't speak publicly without fear of retribution.

      Mama says even the walls have ears, and I'm scared shitless. Is it over, or is there more to come? The Russian military has many mercenaries, and the government is known to use Interpol to track anyone adverse to popular opinions in the old country. I don’t have to be told we’re in a vulnerable situation. Members of the Petrov Bratva can't risk a threat from inside our organization—but it's usually what happens when a true successor, like a son, isn't there to fill the void.

      Mama's voice raises as she argues with Konstantin on the phone, wanting an inquiry into the death, but he talks her out of it as it has already been ruled a suicide. Papa would never kill himself, no matter what darkness might befall him or his business. He wouldn't give up like a coward. He would never choose to leave us even though he often treated us with contempt. He was too vain to disfigure his face.

      Papa was tough, making me use an alias for my last name in college to be safe because we live in Red Square. It's notoriously linked to Russian oligarchs. I've blended in well. My presence at school, and Papa's payments for it, depended on me keeping in line with his rules. When it was determined I seamlessly blended in, I no longer required a guard to follow me daily.

      Now, the family name will be in the news, and everyone will think he hung himself in his office—my ass. America loves a low crime rate, and they love to hide the fact they let wealthy Russians into the country as long as they are willing to invest millions here as their ticket to freedom. Without the multiple billions Papa had, we would still be living in Russia.

      The ironic part is how these Americans keep the patriarchal order and are themselves cogs in the government. How do they think we've all made this money in a communist country conducting legitimate businesses?

      It's absurd, but it's what gains us unfettered access to the European and Western world. I find it repulsive that these two-faced politicians are often as corrupt as Papa finds in the underground world of criminals and thieves. It's as bad as it is back home. Only here we get to dress nicer and say what we want in public within limits regarding our homeland. But everything else is fair game.

      And Papa's death? I'm sure I'll be told to stay out of it.

      I relish the fact that I can enjoy my life at the university and make a few friends. I'm such a nerd. I love homework and reading books on any subject. I find knowledge to be liberating and exhilarating. I'm close to my last year of law school, and I've managed to build a life for myself. I even go to clubs occasionally, and I've never been worried about my safety. I've made a normal life outside of my real identity.

      The neighborhood is different after the news hits mainstream media outlets. Neighbors walk into their houses and ignore me as I pass them to go to the local grocery store. No words of condolences, no 'hellos' are exchanged. It's as if I'm tainted. I'm sure they're afraid to say anything for fear of repercussions. What is there to say? I don't know when or if I'll ever be able to enjoy being obscure again.

      It's not the first time something like this has hit our community. Last week, a family was murdered in Spain, and the explanation didn't fit the crime scene. A father would save his wife and unborn child, not kill them by strangulation, before killing himself. They were on holiday for the summer. It doesn't paint the picture of someone orchestrating a murder. It is strange how they were billionaires connected to big corporations in Russia as well. Is it a coincidence? Or is there a pattern? And if there is a pattern, what will happen to us? Will faceless assassins go down the line? Entire families have already been murdered.

      I can't suppress a chill running up my spine and settling in my bones at the thought of how brutal these recent murders were; it's as if they are personal in some way, and it makes me incredibly thankful I've chosen a life outside of the dark one in which I was born.

      I make tea and find Mum sitting in the blue and white living room. She dries her eyes. Konstantin arrives. Mum talks more than she listens, which is a shocker. She's not one to give her two-pence on anything. Papa has her trained to be subservient. This is unusual.

      I swear I'll never be quiet, taking orders without questions like her. It's the old way. I'm of a new generation and demand equality.

      I’m sure the two-bedroom, two-bath flat Papa bought for me in the vicinity was purchased as an investment. Conveniently, it made room for my sister, Katerynia, who is spoiled so much at the ripe age of twenty that she has two rooms. Papa has been working so much that he continued to buy her what she wanted, and now she’s a handful. She has no idea what she wants to do with her life, and she has been in her room since Papa’s death.

      Mum rattles off in Russian before hanging up the phone.

      “Anya, it appears we have help from back home. Nikolay, the son of your father’s best friend, is arriving today. He’s going to be your husband.” She folds her aging hands in her lap, folding and refolding her handkerchief.

      “What? I’ve never heard of this before. Why now?” Suddenly, my father’s death takes a backseat to my future goals. “I’m in school. I’m not moving to Russia. I’m in England. I’m coming up on my last year at the university, and we don’t need help,” I spit the last word toward her in defiance.

      “Anya, it was always to be this way. We didn't have the heart to tell you until the time came. And it's taken a long time to come about. However, the day has arrived. Why do you think your father bargained with you and gave you what you wanted? You must be nice to Nikolay.” Her grayish-blue eyes warn me as she looks down her nose and over her black-rimmed glasses. “I am in a precarious position. I have to wait for the estate to be settled, and Nikolay can make our lives easier until our money is cleared, and we'll be safe with him protecting us. We need him to run the Bratva. The two families together are stronger. It will prevent a takeover and scrutiny of the government, which could land us back in Russia.”

      “This is ridiculous!” I stomp off. Now, I have something else to mourn: the loss of my freedom and my status as a single woman.

      Sergei appears. He must have been eavesdropping, but he's our protector and member of the Petrov Bratva. He is sworn to keep us safe, but I doubt he’d be successful if he were put to the task against serious enemies.

      “Are you okay, Anya?” he inquires.

      I glare at him. He's not a part of the family. If he had done his job better, Papa might still be here. Granted, he was not his bodyguard, but he is ours. I scan his face for signs of sadness, and immediately, I’m sorry I snapped at him. He has a way of calming me when he knows I'm unhappy.

      Normally, I’d trade pleasantries with him, but today I can't.

      “Just fine,” I reply gruffly as I grab my winter coat and purse to leave, seeking the sanctuary of my home. I can't be around Mum like this, and as much as I love my sister, she’ll come around when she's ready.

      I tug my coat on. I'm useless here. I’d rather be alone in my twisted grief. I loved Papa and hated him. The fact that I have to marry a Russian turns my stomach. However, I know this is for the family's survival, and we need protection. Right now, my will to live outweighs my choice to choose whom I will marry.

      I strike out on foot. The sky is dark. I wouldn't be surprised if it rained. I walk faster and repeatedly look over my shoulder to ensure I'm not followed. I assume someone who can kill my father in a secure building could outsmart me if they wished me dead. It's only now that I wish I had a guard as an added layer of protection. I arrive home before the skies open; it will be a cold rain, and I have no desire to get sick.

      Sure, Papa was distant, working on bigger deals until he was appointed CEO of a Russian oil company. I never knew why he was so driven when we had more than enough money and luxuries. Our home might be considered modest, but Papa is worth billions, judging from his holdings in corporations and stock investments. This doesn't include what he made off the books. It never occurred to me why we didn't live in a house in a more upscale neighborhood until now. I assumed Father didn't want to leave the area he had grown to love and where others surrounded him, all of whom conversed with him in Russian. I assumed it reminded him of his youth.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      I unlock my door with a key code and enter my flat, locking the deadbolt behind me as an added measure. My father's sudden death is making me paranoid.

      I glance around my home to make sure it’s empty before I can relax. The first floor has an open ceiling, as it was recently remodeled. A beam in the ceiling is the only separation between the living room and the kitchen. To my left is a loft on the second floor with a white wooden railing overlooking the downstairs area. The floors are oak, and cherry wood has been wrapped around corners in the narrow areas that are now rounded and smooth. It gives the flat an updated look.

      I have a gardening shed in my narrow backyard. My Volkswagen Jetta is parked in front of my two-story flat, with each unit connected. Where I live, there are rows after rows of them. Unless one has a house in the family for many years or makes a plethora of money, it’s almost impossible for a single woman to own her own home.

      I hang my winter coat on the wall hook and remove my ankle boots. I prefer to walk around without getting the polished floors dirty. I hate cleaning. Papa indulged me with their cleaning lady, giving me more time to study. My computer is in the loft, so I head up the narrow steps, reminding myself I can’t fall behind this semester. There is no way I will push off my graduation date next year.

      No sooner do I get upstairs than the doorbell rings. I’m not expecting anyone, and I was set on letting it ring, but they won’t stop. Ding, ding. I walk downstairs and peer through the front windows. Cameras with large flashes snap in my face.

      I quickly dive out of sight and reach into my coat, pulling out my cell phone. I call Mom.

      “The reporters are here as well, dear. Stay inside. Sergei is here, but you don’t have anyone there to protect you,” she laments.

      “I’ll play music to block them out,” I say and ring off. I assume they will go away eventually. I sneak a look out the windows, and the media has taken cover in their vans. Those standing shield themselves under umbrellas as the rain pelts the rooftops.

      I connect my phone to a portable speaker in the kitchen and return upstairs, where I remove myself from the fiasco outside my front door. I’m in the midst of reading a textbook, but I jump when my phone rings again. I’m alarmed when I discover the area code is from Russia.

      Shit, shit, and more shit.

      This can’t be him, can it?

      “Privet,” I answer in Russian.

      “Can you speak English, Anya?”

      “Yes.”

      “This is Nikolay. Text me your address. I’m getting off the jet now.”

      “How do I know it’s you?”

      “Our fathers came from the poor small town of Uglich, and their first business venture was making magnets to sell to tourists in the cities.”

      “How do I know you didn’t just look that up?”

      “Because it’s not online. Russia doesn’t put anything on a computer they don’t want to exploit.”

      He has a point.

      “Fine.” I relinquish my address. “And I have a gun. Just so you are aware.”

      I hear him chuckle before he hangs up.

      I dive through my nightstand for the gun registered to my father. I’m sure I’d be in trouble for having it, but no one comes here. It’s one of the rules Papa made me follow.
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