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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Roman is the youngest brother in the family, and he's angry that a shipment his brother trusted him to handle has been stolen. He wants revenge but has to be careful to avoid an all-out war.

      He finds out who stole his weapons and travels to obtain more information with his right-hand man, Alex. They have intel on where their nemesis will be, but they didn't plan on assisting a runaway bride.

      Join Roman and his captive on his quest for revenge. He believes Dasha is his nemesis's bride-to-be. But who is she?

      Find out aboard his yacht as secrets flow like the currents in this dark mafia romance.

      If you like mafia lite and mafia tropes, then this is for you. Sink into the underworld of morally grey men and the women who bring light into their world with book 3!

      This contains the tropes of a Cinderella-esque woman who becomes a willing captive looking for an escape, an anti-hero who is oblivious to love, and a touch her and die vibes. This is a mafia romance suspense.
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        I loved writing this series and hate to see it end. Maybe Alex will get a book! I love writing mafia suspense. I plan to intertwine the series by building a huge mafia world in New York City. Some of these characters will appear in other books.

        Enjoy!

        XO,

        Zoe
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          ROMAN

        

      

    

    
      If there’s one thing I hate, it’s a rat—particularly the two-legged kind.

      The man behind the warehouse curls into the fetal position, clutching his belly with a groan. Crimson blood oozes from his mouth. My fist hurts from the connection it made with his ribs two minutes ago. One would think I’d be used to the pain by now.

      I kick him in the head. It’s not the first time I’ve treated a man’s head like a football, nor will it be the last.

      “Who took the shipment?” I growl in Russian.

      As I watch, he spits out a tooth. Looks like my punch to his jaw had an impact.

      Good.

      We don’t bother with security cameras. When it comes to contraband, cameras are more of a liability than a help. This place was once a factory where locals worked long hours churning out cement blocks. Nowadays, we use it to stash products.

      A broken streetlight hangs overhead with bared wires dangling low enough to touch. After years of neglect, the place looks abandoned, but we maintain the chain-link fence topped with barbed wire to keep out those unfamiliar with the area. The locals know not to trespass.

      “I can’t say.” The man sucks in a breath. “They’ll kill me.” His voice is barely audible.

      I give him another swift kick in the gut. My boot connects with the thickness of his belly. He cries out in pain and gasps for air.

      “I’ll let you live if you tell me,” I state calmly.

      He’s a dead man, which he’d already know if he were smart. He was dead the minute I discovered him sneaking away from the warehouse. He was hired to keep our gun shipment safe until we sold them on the black market.

      Instead, he’d let someone steal them, costing us a considerable sum in lost revenue.

      “I’ll find out in the end,” I warn him.

      Reaching inside his thin jacket, Alex, my right-hand man, pulls out his Glock and racks it. “Let me finish him.”

      “No, we need the name,” I reply. I almost want to chuckle at our routine.

      “Fuck,” Alex groans. He kicks the dirt with his boot.

      “I’ll give you a name, but wait a day so I can disappear,” our once-trusted employee pleads, groveling at my feet. Interesting. He’s more afraid of someone else than he is of me. What’s more, he actually believes I’m letting him go. My lips curl at the irony. We all tell ourselves lies to get through the day, but he’ll learn the hard way that the Volkovs don’t forgive or forget.

      “Sure,” I reply. “Who was it?”

      “His name is Ratmim.”

      “Kozlov, the Belarusian?” I ask in surprise. Who are the Kozlovs in bed with? My mind races. The Belarusians have a reputation. They are cutthroats that come into Russia and plunder at will. It seems they have a safe haven in Belarus, and few Russians demand compensation. Our countries’ politics are closely aligned. I’m at a loss when trying to decide which country is more benevolent.

      “Where is he?” I demand. Hearing the impatience in my voice, Alex moves closer to me.

      “I don’t know,” the man says. “He lies low. He has many enemies but also friends in high places, like allies linked to the military and they even have officials next to the President.”

      I let out a low whistle. Fuck. I’ve never met him, but I’ve heard Ratmim is a greedy bastard. Belarus is known to fan the flames of war in other countries under Russian directives. Years ago, the world slept as a struggling country was taken over by a corrupt election. The President now holds the title of the longest-sitting president in Europe.

      However, Belarus is indebted to Russia, a debt that will be repaid no matter how many favors are given or how many years pass. This is what makes Belarus a thorn in everyone’s side. They have an invisible cloak of protection and harbor many criminals from other countries, mercenaries who call Belarus home.

      “Are you letting him live?” Alex murmurs, looking down at our former employee. The man cowers like a rat and moves his arms to protect his head from the expected shot.

      “What do you think?” I ask with an indifferent shrug, pretending to consider the matter. Today, Alex and I play good cop, bad cop. Maybe it’s cruel, giving the man even a glimmer of hope that he might get out of this alive, but it’s a cruel world, and this man has betrayed us.

      There’s only one solution.

      “You can’t trust this loser. He’s been paid to screw us. He’ll give you up to Ratmim. If anything happens to Ratmim, his organization will know it’s you. You know this.”

      Alex is right. Our world is dark and unforgiving, and I don’t want to kick the hornet’s nest, but Ratmim took what’s ours, and there is a price to be paid. Without retribution, we’ll be viewed as weak. In our world, the weak don’t last long. We’ll be out of business or dead.

      I have few rules in life, but blood and brotherhood come first.

      I give Alex a quick nod, and a shot rings out in the cold night air. The man jerks and goes still. He betrayed us. A bullet to his head was merciful, as far as I’m concerned, but it’s also less mess to clean up. Alex will call a “specialist” to sanitize the brain matter sprayed on the dirt. We drag the man by his ankles toward the riverbank. The dead grass crunches beneath our boots as we make our way to the Volga River. July has been a dry month, and we need rain.

      We dump the body on the embankment, and Alex pokes around in the tall weeds until he finds what he’s looking for. Bending, he picks up a cement block, half-hidden in the grass, carrying it easily with one hand. I find a rusty chain on the ground, and together, we run it through the block and wrap it around the traitor’s waist.

      We take turns nudging the lifeless body with our feet, moving it closer to the river’s edge. With a final nudge, it rolls down the embankment, landing in the water with a splash.

      We nod at each other: mission accomplished.

      Despite the dry summer, the river isn’t dangerously low, and we watch the bubbles rise to the surface as the body sinks to its final resting place. The traitor will spend eternity in a grave of muck…unless the river runs dry one day. It happens. According to the international news, an old lake near Las Vegas has dried up, and they’ve been recovering bodies ever since.

      Not good, but that’s a problem for another day. This is just another night of work for us. I turn and kick my military-style boots over the loose gravel as if to wipe away the memory of tonight. We walk in silence to my car. I dread calling my older brother, Nikolay. I’m embarrassed this happened on my watch. Granted, no matter who was here to run the family business, it would have happened. However, I take it particularly hard. It was my watch, and I hate mistakes. Any attack on us is personal. But in the wake of my father’s death, I’m peeved like never before. Yeah, it’s personal, all right.

      Men who want to live don’t make a bold move unless they know the consequences and are prepared for them. The reason we have wars is because someone acts without thinking. The Bratva leader has to think about moves on the ground as well as the repercussions that could hit from numerous directions. Knowing the players is important because every action has consequences. And I am in the mood to deliver consequences.

      It’s what I do for the family.

      Alex doesn’t speak until we reach my black Mercedes. He gives me a long, hard look across the roof. “What are we going to do about Ratmim?”

      “I’ll think of something. For starters, I’m going to check out Ratmim’s neighborhood. He’ll pay one way or another.” I push the button on the key fob, and the doors unlock with a click.

      Alex opens the passenger door. “You’ll have to be careful. He’s with powerful people inside and outside of Belarus to come into Russia that easily.”

      “Right.” I slide behind the wheel.

      Alex is the size of an American linebacker and barely fits in the seat. He has ten years on me, but I’m his boss. He’s a man I’d trust with my life, and trust doesn’t come easily in the mafia. I depend on my brothers and Alex. I’ve never been in love. Frankly, I doubt I’m capable of it. A woman would take time away from work, and I don’t need the distraction. I might keep the company of women, but they are not locals. The women I associate with are the ones who live in luxury, the same luxury we buy with our ill-gotten gains.

      I need to be vigilant to keep us all safe. The theft of our goods had to be planned. I wonder what gives Ratmim the balls to hit us. We’re not close to their border, so what makes us so special?

      I start the car, and when I’ve fastened my seatbelt, I put it in drive and head out of the city.

      A tanking economy normally leads to opportunist groups, and low-level organizations desperate for a payday. It’s a nefarious way to make a living. We’ll snuff out the wannabes who cross into our territory. But whoever pulled a stunt like this won’t last long. We have a reputation to uphold.

      “Why would Ratmim want our guns?” Alex asks.

      Granted, guns are in short supply these days, but it means he is stockpiling them…or someone else is. Our business world is convoluted, with many players on the board, and not all of them are known. Men like me lurk in the shadows in every organization and country. Political powers move us like pawns for their own enrichment, with partnerships for violence and monetary gain that can’t be associated with political figureheads. These are men who are just as sinister, if not more ruthless than us. They are not to be undermined. But then again, neither am I.
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          ROMAN

        

      

    

    
      “We should find an indirect way to send a message. We don’t want to be walking targets for Ratmim’s allies in Belarus,” I say, thinking out loud.

      I continue to drive as anger swells in my chest. Risk is one thing. It comes with the job, but I hate being fucked over. There is no honor among thieves, and Ratmim is a lazy prick who would rather steal than obtain his contraband himself.

      It irks me to no end. He’s under my skin and on my mind, two places I never allow anyone…not even women. Now that I think about it, especially women!

      Especially women. Women have seized the hearts of my brothers, but their happiness is lost on me. The only light in my life comes in short spurts, stolen moments spent with family for special occasions and the infrequent vacation. We have enough money to buy anything we want. But there are parts of my soul that no amount of money can fix. I’m a sinful man. I take lives, acting as judge and jury. There is no doubt in my mind that I’m soulless.

      The only good in me is my mother’s doing. I have manners and can be a gentleman when required—highbrow society demands etiquette. She taught me how to schmooze with the billionaires. She has grace and good taste in men, but I possess certain qualities that allow me to slide into the jet-set world when needed, making contacts and moving products. Working in public is a great cover.

      Women are readily available, but I view them as mere distractions and liabilities. They have no idea what I’m capable of. There might be rumors of what we do, but without proof, I’m golden, and the family is protected.

      My brooding thoughts circle back to the events of the night. The situation is an affront too glaring to ignore.

      “No one comes this far to fuck with anyone,” Alex says. “They had to have intel to even know about the guns, and that’s a scary thought.”

      “Right? Do we have a mole? Or did they get lucky? It could have been an innocuous event that led to us. Or it could be personal. My gut tells me this is exceptionally personal.”

      “They have protection in Belarus for sure.” Alex lights a cigarette and cracks the window. “It makes them think their balls are bigger than they are because if we were to confront them on our turf, we’d filet them.”

      He’s right about that. I haven’t been paying much attention to world events. I have no clue what’s happening around me since Dad died, and that’s not healthy for me or the family business. Nikolay knows the names of the players, as he’s responsible for all of us. But I’m on the ground daily and should have a beat on what’s happening.

      “I think we should be paying more attention to our rivals, and not just those in our borders.”

      “Good idea, all things considered,” Alex mocks me. He exhales toward the crack as if it will really help the shitty smell building inside my new car.

      “You should give up smoking,” I bark, venting some of my anger on him. It feels good to spread my sour mood around. “This is a fucking new car. Show some respect.”

      Alex throws his shitty stick out the window.

      “It’s a bad habit. Maybe one day I will meet a woman who will make me give it up.”

      “You should do that on your own.” I’m agitated. He smoked in my car, and I like to keep my shit tidy and clean. It’s mine, and I protect what’s mine. I work hard and make sacrifices. I’m always under pressure, most of which I put on myself, and it’s been worse since Dad died.

      I wonder if there was something I missed about his death. It’s not like we have public information here. We’re told what the government wants us to hear.

      I peer through the windshield, searching the sky for answers. Clouds block the moon but keep in the warmth of the sunny day. Bad shit happens during full moons more often than not. The moon has to be full for a trusted employee of many years to turn on us and cost us a small fortune. We assume he was bought, but money does not always motivate people. For instance, fear for a loved one is just as powerful, if not more so.

      We control businesses through threats and intimidation. Businesses pay for protection. In our country, it’s a way of life. If you make money, you pay someone for the privilege.

      I pull into a large development of apartments, scanning the horizon for interlopers, leery of the night ending well.

      “Talk to you later,” Alex says as he gets out.

      The door slams, and I drive on, lost in no-man’s-land. Periodically, I check my mirrors in case someone is following me. Tonight was a reminder that even the Volkovs aren’t untouchable. Maybe we should have bribed officials to discover who was behind Dad’s supposed accident. We assumed it was the government.

      Maybe we were wrong.

      I drive fifteen minutes to an upscale neighborhood where homes come with property. This is the location of our second childhood home, the one we were living in when Dad became the head of an organized crime family born out of Russia’s turmoil. I used to spend most of my time in my mansion on the French Riviera, but things changed after Dad’s funeral. I returned home to keep Mom from going stir-crazy. She was sitting home, alone with the ghosts and memories of the past.

      I park in the driveway and head inside. Entering Dad’s office, I have a sudden flashback. A few months ago, Dad told Nikolay he was to marry Anya, his best friend’s daughter. It was an arranged marriage, and it was time for him to fulfill the family obligation. Our other brother, Dmitry, is the middle brother who managed to marry a love child of an illicit mafia love affair. Dmitry’s union solidified our family with the Russians in New York City. I’m the only one left holding on to the single life.

      I sit at his desk. It’s just as he left it. There are some things we don’t put on electronic devices, and information on Ratmim is one of those things. As much as Dmitry is our computer Geek, there are items we don’t have on digital equipment. Dad liked keeping information off of devices, preferring to keep physical files.

      There are numerous criminal organizations in Europe, especially in Russia. After the breakup of the Soviet Union, we quickly learned how to keep the elected officials happy—we pay them a percentage of our profits. It’s a win-win. They use our money to remain in power and buy luxurious items that can’t be traced. Those of us in organized crime launder their money and do their dirty work. In return, they look the other way. My world is filled with nefarious characters. We try to limit the players and remain under the radar, but there is a price to pay. Dad’s life was one of those payments—retribution for not conceding to figureheads.

      Did Ratmim act on his own, or was he asked to steal my shipment? I’m angry over Dad’s untimely death. Life can change so quickly, and it haunts me. I will call Nikolay. He’ll know what to do. He’s the don and makes the decisions that keep us safe on the large chessboard. He knows more about international affairs than I care to admit.

      I pull out my burner phone. Dmitry is the brother who is savvy with technology. He keeps us up to speed with the latest advancements in encrypted devices. He helps with research and he’s in charge of our security systems.

      I’m not keen on gadgets, but I follow his instructions to stay as safe as possible. Nowadays, everything can be tracked with a microscopic chip and a GPS location. I know a thing or two about sophisticated tracking devices.

      “Brother, what’s up?” Nikolay answers cheerfully. I suspect he and Anya were probably just finishing a resounding fuck. They’re like rabbits. I can’t be bothered with the fuss it takes to keep a woman happy. Women are fickle and expensive.

      “Bad news.” I pause, hating the fact that this indiscretion happened on my watch. “The guns are gone. The man who oversees the warehouse was compromised. I caught him. He told me Ratmim stole them.”

      “Fuck.” He curses, and I can picture him looking for something to break or punch.

      “I know. We can’t let them get away with a score this easily.”

      “He knows powerful men,” Nikolay warns me.

      “So do we.”

      “There is more at stake than guns. Our buyer will be pissed.”

      “I know.” This is a concern for my brother because this is how enemies are made. Men like us have a lot of enemies, and it’s not always about a deal that’s not completed. Our clients, more often than not, are irrational and impatient.

      This is why we surround ourselves with bodyguards and live behind security gates. We take precautions, but we know we’re still vulnerable. Anyone with enough motivation can get to us at any time.

      Once in a while, life fucks us back. It happened to Dad and can happen to me or someone in our family.

      Threats are ongoing. It’s one reason we stick together. The tighter we are, the better. We stay close to make it difficult for assholes from other groups can’t infiltrate us.

      This country doesn’t breed transparency. No country does. Those in power might make it look good, but it’s a lie at the end of the day. The so-called “truth” is smoke and mirrors that have been perfected over time to manipulate people, rulers, and countries. It’s been effective for centuries.

      We live with lies. I see the world as it is with its messy underbelly. I can’t afford to wear blinders. Freedom is an illusion. I have more privileges, but they come with risks that can’t be taken lightly.

      “Every politician needs someone to do their dirty work.” Nikolay’s voice is stern.

      “True. We have to do shitty things for the government,” I lament in a sullen tone.

      “Yes, but this means there is a pissing contest going on at the state level.”

      “It’s never pleasant.” I think about Dad and Igor. Igor refused to sell shares of their company at a loss just to raise money for the men running the government. By the time the world outside Russia heard about it, it was too late for my father and his right-hand man, Boris.

      “No, it’s not. Keep your guard up,” he warns. “They got what they wanted. I’ll have to take the loss. We can’t retaliate publicly.”

      “What? We can’t sit for this!” My blood boils in my veins. This is preposterous. I want to kill Ratmim. Fuck him. He deserves death by torture, and I’d love to be the one to do it.

      “Let me think about it.” My brother’s voice is calm and reasonable. It’s one of the many reasons he makes a great leader.

      “I want to find out more about him. I’m going to check him out. I’ve never seen him in person, but there is a picture here,” I reply.

      “Mm. You’re sitting at Dad’s desk?” He asks the question because we’re not on a video call, and he’s trying to figure out where I am. He knows me inside and out. We’re brothers and often think alike.

      “Yes.” My hands hover over the sleek wooden desk. I’m in Dad’s chair, flipping the picture between my fingers. Ratmim’s face is committed to my memory. The intel says he has two sons. I could take the life of one of his sons without leaving a trace. Sure, they will wonder if it was us, but they will have no proof. The Kozlovs will be pissed but powerless to do anything. Their methodical hands will be tied, and the thought of this makes me extremely happy.

      “I miss him.” Nikolay’s words surprise me. He hasn’t talked about Dad since the night he was murdered. We’ve not had time to process our loss. Sometimes, I go to call Dad and remember he’s not here.

      “Me, too. How are you with that? You can’t hold it in forever.” Inwardly, I scoff. As if I’m any better. We’re taught to keep our emotions inside. Nikolay doesn’t share work with his wife, and I don’t keep girlfriends. The less everyone knows, the safer it is for the family.

      “True. I just need a moment to process it. I’ve been busy. Burying the loss by keeping the business going is easier. But now that things have calmed down, I will. Dmitry is settling in New York, and we’re expanding, whether I like it or not. I miss us all living in the same city. We took that for granted,” he says, his voice trailing off.

      “I miss us hanging out here. Now that you’re both married, I’m sure it will cut down on our time together,” I add. “We’re in different countries, and Dmitry is expecting a baby. Go figure.” I put my lips together and give a low whistle. “I can’t imagine what that will be like. I’m hoping I can wind up this gun thing and take my planned vacation.”

      “Yeah, you need to go. The vessel needs to be used. It costs a fortune every day to staff it, for fuck’s sake. Family is family, we’ll figure it out. I have the New York deal going through; that shipment is arriving this week as planned. Thankfully, Dmitry oversaw the deal and kept the Italians from getting a bigger cut. That was not going to go over well, so it’s nice we kept the peace.”

      “It’s not every day a man stumbles across an unknown mafia princess,” I add. But Dmitry has been lucky in life, having survived a car crash meant to kill him with a fiery inferno. “Funny that the Italians lost their leverage years ago when they turned their back on one of their daughters.”

      He chuckles at the expense of the nasty old Italian don in New York, but the moment is short-lived. Nikolay takes a breath and is back to business.

      “How is Mom?” he asks. “She looked great at the wedding, but I worry she’ll never move on.”

      “She’s doing better. The idea of having a grandbaby makes her very happy. Dad lives on with the next generation,” I mumble. I feel a twinge of something like sorrow, or is it an emptiness inside me? Everyone in the family has someone except me.

      “That means we all have to step up, brother.” His pensive mood seems to have passed. At times, his mood can change so fast that I get whiplash.

      “I’ll step up, all right, when Ratmim is rotting in the shit soil he lives on.”

      “Don’t do anything that will blow back on us. I have no desire to start a war.” His stern voice reminds me of Dad.

      Dad would let us fuck off, but when he used that stoic tone and was short with his words, we knew he meant business. That’s when we snapped to attention like military men saluting a corporal.

      “I won’t, but I’m going to check out his operations. We need to send a message of some kind. It has to be done.”

      “I’m worried you’re still too angry, but I know you’d never hurt us with your actions. You’re normally disciplined and patient. But you’re young, and when I least expect it, you’re impetuous. Wait for the opportunity. It might not be resolved immediately. Don’t let your anger trip you up.”

      “I won’t.” I’m flippant with my response. I’m not impetuous. I’m disciplined until I decide I want to fuck off, and then I become adventurous. Well, to me, it’s my adventurous side. I’m a methodical man, a man of detail, but I have my limits. And this vacation is long overdue. I need to decompress. It’s been an eventful year.

      “I’ll handle the shitshow here,” Nikolay says. “Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      We hang up, and I sink back into the leather chair with wheels. Who is this Ratmim, and what is he hiding? Everyone has secrets, and secrets are power. Guns are in short supply. He made a bold move.

      I wonder who he is connected to and what his sons are like. I hear they are brutal. When it comes to torturing their enemies, the Belarusian mafia has no loyalties. They come into Russia, but they’re known to have an escape hatch in Belarus. Our countries used to be one, so we all speak Russian. They won’t speak badly of Russia but have a veil of protection in Belarus. I look at them as cowards. They plunder and steal, and then they hide.

      They are thieves with no moral code, which is where we’re different. Our intel on them is subpar. I don’t want to disturb Dmitry. I’m sure he would be useful, but he’s a newlywed. I decide I’ll handle this on my own.

      I know I’m acting quickly when I should take my time. But as I twiddle the picture of Ratmim between my fingers, I wonder—how difficult can it be to get my boots on the ground? I can spy on him. We live every day knowing that we could meet untimely deaths with one wrong move and never see it coming. It happened to Dad, and it’s a constant reminder to choose friends wisely and stick to your rules.

      Our rules keep us safe. I keep my emotions in check, and my calm head remains attached.

      I call Alex.

      “We’re going on a trip,” I inform him.

      “We have to be careful.” He’s my fucking work wife. The man can read my mind.

      “Nikolay knows we’re just looking for information.”

      “And…” He pauses. Alex has been known to reel me in on many occasions, all of them vodka-related. He’s reserved and appears to have few emotions, but I see through him. No one knows Alex like I do.

      “We’re not breaking rules. If they don’t know it’s us, we’ll all get what we want. I want to make them hurt. Ratmim took what he wanted, now I’m going to take something from him.”

      I sit pensively. We will go to Belarus and take out one of his sons. If it looks like an accident, there will be no war.

      “Fine. I’ll pack my gear,” Alex says enthusiastically.

      “Thanks. I’ll charter a flight to Minsk.”

      “Text me the details. I’ll pick you up tomorrow,” Alex says. “You know I never go anywhere without enough firepower to blow ourselves out.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, and you’re there to keep me out of trouble,” I reply with sarcasm.

      I hang up the phone and think of Nikolay in London. He spends all his time there while I run operations locally under his direction. I couldn’t care less about hobnobbing with business partners. I prefer to carry out hits on people. I carefully study my target and wait for the opportune moment to pull the trigger. Mission accomplished.

      I’ve learned to be patient in order to be perfect. I’m not sure how to hurt this enemy, aside from taking a son, but I’ll find something. When I get to Minsk, I will weigh my options and make sure we don’t attract a hit squad. Our country has a way of making moves that are never seen or anticipated. It’s how I operate myself, using our government’s playbook to our advantage.

      I look at the family pictures still on the desk. In one, we’re hunting in Alaska, all of us. It was a fun trip. I like the challenge of a perfect shot. Oddly, I didn’t learn my profession from Dad. Artemy was my mentor and a lifelong friend of Dad’s. I respected the fact that he knew how to live off the land. He taught me how to hunt and shoot. I wanted to learn more about the world in which I lived, so when I was older, I traveled with him and his friends.

      We would sit in pubs and hotel rooms, devising unique ways to make our hits untraceable. I love researching, planning, and watching the pieces fall into place. It’s like solving a puzzle. I have a keen sense of people. I can tell if they are empathetic, confident, or ruthless. Knowing what makes a person tick is easy when their desires are known.

      I wish I knew what made women tick. Most women want me because of my cock and the fact that I look good on paper.

      I shove the thought of women aside. A wife would be a liability.

      I return Ratmim’s picture to the file cabinet and notice a photo of Dad and a man at a political event. The man seems oddly familiar. I turn the picture over and see a date. I was too young then to remember, but Dad took Grandpa’s business to new levels around that time. In hindsight, I wonder how Dad became so successful.

      I toss the picture back into the file and walk to the door. Turning, I take one last look at the room, imagining us all here together with Dad. before I flip the light switch off.

      Tomorrow is another day. I will find Ratmim’s weakness and make him pay.
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          DASHA

        

      

    

    
      “Katsia, I can’t make it tonight,” I say loudly by my door. Moving deeper into my bedroom, I whisper, “Papa is home.”

      “Shit. What the hell is he up to now?” My friend senses the disappointment in my voice.

      I’m upset that he’s home, which means I won’t be able to go out tonight as planned. I’m pissed that my father continues to order me around. He always finds a way to make my life revolve around him. He’s in and out so much I’m dizzy.

      “I don’t know. I hate to let you down.” I sit on my bed with my knees pulled to my chest and stare at my bare feet.

      “It’s fine. I have the others to hang out with, but I wish you could go. I even picked a dress for you to wear.” I hear the sound of hangers sliding on a rod in the background and picture her putting something pretty back in her closet.

      “I’m so sorry.” I hate apologizing because my father won’t let me have a social life. I make plans, but he cancels them. I want a job so I can get out of here. I want to make my own decisions and be an adult.

      “Dasha, make dinner,” my father bellows from the dining room. I bet he’s sitting at the kitchen table, drinking brandy.

      He never says please, and I gave up expecting to hear a “thank you” years ago. He barks orders. Unfortunately, I have to follow them.

      “I’ve got to go. Have fun tonight, and text me pictures.”

      “I will. Later.”

      “Later.”

      I know better than to question the timing of our early dinner. It’s only four in the afternoon, and he wants me to cook. That’s nothing new. He expects me to do everything. He was away for a few days, the laundry piled up, and he’d never use the machine to do it himself. I have more clothes that need to be folded sitting in a basket next to Papa.

      I walk down the short hall, glaring at the back of his head as I pass by. I clench my fists, my heart thumping in rage. He’s a control freak. I can’t wait for him to leave again. Maybe one day, he will leave and never come back. It might be my only way out of this hellhole.

      I’m happy when he goes out of town with my brothers because I have the apartment to myself. We live on the outskirts of Minsk, where rent is cheap. The apartment is larger than most. I don’t know why we must live here because my brothers live in the city, and it’s expensive.

      I’m convinced Papa wants to keep me hidden. It’s the only logical explanation. I can’t go anywhere without telling him. I can’t hang out with men, and I have few friends because of his controlling ways. Most women my age are dating or getting engaged.

      I know English, but speaking it in the house would piss him off. I’d love to piss him off, but I don’t want the consequences.

      I inform him in Russian that I’ll make a potato casserole. I’d love to try recipes from other countries, but Papa is used to our food. He’s overweight and never goes to the doctor. I begrudgingly love him, but I know he’s holding me back. I could take classes and work in technology. A job in tech would pay enough for me to share a place with Katsia.

      Papa has an excuse ready for me every time I bring up a job. He says I’ll marry soon, and my husband will support me. I don’t want a man to support me. I want to get out and be on my own. I want to go to a club and dance instead of dancing alone in my room. When it comes to my personal life, he instinctively ruins my plans time and time again. I’m beginning to wonder if he has cameras hidden in the apartment.

      How am I expected to get married if I’m not allowed to date? When I ask him about it, he shrugs and changes the subject.

      I peel potatoes and wait for them to boil. I fold the laundry I washed this morning and stack the shirts and pants on the table, where he sits slumped over his glass of brandy. He gives me a critical look, meaning I didn’t fold them perfectly. No matter how hard I work, it’s never good enough for him. He’s never encouraged me to do anything besides graduate from school. I’m convinced he only let me stay in school because it kept me out of the way.

      Why can’t he help with the laundry? I stomp into the tiny kitchen without a word. His eyes follow me. I’ve lived with his scrutiny my entire life. I pull out a cast-iron skillet and think about hitting him upside the head with it. I dutifully set it on the gas stove instead.

      I adjust the burner for the potatoes and soothe my simmering resentment by daydreaming of the day I can finally leave. When he’s stressed, he’s worse and gets snippy. He hits the brandy earlier in the day and sips it late into the night. His words are slurred by the time I escape to my room to read my smutty books.

      My room isn’t much, but it’s my sanctuary. I have a small TV and watch programs without my father standing over my shoulder, criticizing my choices. He thinks TV shows and movies from America and anywhere else in the Western world are all garbage.

      Papa does odd jobs for a living, working mostly at night. He makes secretive phone calls. Last week, I overheard him telling my brothers that he dislikes the Volkovs family. I want to know why but know better than to ask questions.

      They always say the less I know, the better. Papa has connections with elected officials who have a reputation for taking bribes. Bribes for what, I don’t know. Something nefarious is going on. I’ve always assumed he’s part of organized crime. We don’t discuss it, but I connected the dots before my seventh birthday.

      Papa has an opinion on everything and tends to be a know-it-all. Even when he’s wrong, he never admits it. I wouldn’t be surprised if he tracks my computer and my search history. Preventing me from working outside the home is his way of keeping me under his thumb.

      I only get a break when he’s out of town. I wish he’d go more often. I wait on him hand and foot when he’s here. He says my mother had a drug addiction and left us, but I don’t believe it. One night, I heard him beating her and never saw her again. Did she run away, or did he dispose of her? I’m afraid to ask. I was only five at the time. He tells me kids don’t have memories when they’re that young. I disagree.

      My family doesn’t socialize outside Papa’s group of friends. Friends? More like a band of thieves, really. They all dress in black, and what skin I see is covered in tattoos. I know they travel in and out of Russia. I know most of them by their first name. Some, like Andrian, I know by his last name, too, because he loves to throw it around. There are rumors he deals in human trafficking. I avoid him as much as possible. My life is nowhere near normal, but it’s all I know.

      Papa treats me like a child even though I’m twenty-one. On the rare occasion I am allowed to leave, I have a curfew. Home by ten, or I’m in trouble. I live vicariously through foreign movies. I’ve seen pictures of the ocean and the Black Sea from friends who have traveled, and it sparked a fire in me to leave Minsk. There has to be more to life than being a subservient to a man. What will my future be if I stay here?

      I was given an old cell phone to take calls from my brothers and Papa. My data usage is limited. I don’t want Papa yelling at me if I go over my minutes, so I seldom use it. I do use the computer I have from school. I pleaded with him to buy me one. He believes in education and eventually bought me one. He also allows me to use the library and read anything I want. The selection of reading material is limited, but Katsia hooks me up with contraband. She has stashes of travel brochures. I yearn to experience other cultures one day. It would be a dream come true to get the fuck out of here.

      I love to read romance books. The trashier, the better. Katsia has a connection who gets us “spicy” books. They’re forbidden by the government, so I hide them under my mattress and dream about being ravished by a man who needs me more than the air he breathes.

      We’ve all seen movies with homes the size of hotels and wonder what it would be like to live in such luxury. Me? I’d be happy to have a simple apartment with Katsia. She’s going to the university to become a teacher, a profession that’s acceptable for women. For now, all I have are dreams. Dreams that probably won’t come to fruition. Without a job or money, I’m stuck.

      I open the refrigerator that’s probably been in this apartment since Stalin was in power and pull out the brisket left over from yesterday. I add it to the potatoes I’ve cooked and mashed. Papa has moved to his lounge chair in the living room to watch TV. He loves to watch football.

      I’m always dressed in jeans and off-brand shirts. Papa makes sure my body is covered like a nun before I leave the house to go anywhere. Boyfriends are out of the question. He’d have a fit if a man so much as gave me a minute of attention. My friends who walked me home from school were afraid of his gruff greeting at the door and never came inside. Word of the incident passed through the school like wildfire. I was untouchable and became unnoticed overnight.

      The casserole cooks in the oven while I finish the laundry. The timer on the stove goes off. Donning oven mitts, I pull dinner out of the oven and place the hot skillet on the table. Papa turns off the TV and returns to the table. I can smell the liquor he’s been drinking from across the room, a scent that reminds me of lighter fluid.

      “I have friends coming over tonight to play cards. I want you to make snacks for us.”

      It’s not a request.

      “Fine,” I say with an edge to my voice to let him know I’m irritated, even if he doesn’t care. He’ll yell and take my phone away if I push too hard. I scoop the casserole onto his plate and try to think of something to say that’s not confrontational.

      “What are your plans this week?” I ask, wondering if he’ll leave again.

      “Why? Do you have plans?” he replies, and I wonder if he’s baiting me. Maybe he knows I sneak out with Katsia. If he knows, he’s never mentioned it.

      “No, of course not.”

      “Don’t forget your place. I put the roof over your head and food on the table.” He’s eating fast and takes a second helping before I’ve had two bites.

      “I want to work. I can help,” I implore him. I want to do something, to be useful.

      “No, I can’t have that,” he says with a mouth full of food.

      “Why? What’s the big deal?” I push, wanting to know what he’s thinking.

      “I’m not a model citizen. I can’t have you walking around.” He points at me with his fork. “It’s not safe for you.”

      “What do you mean? Are you in trouble?” I set my own fork down, my appetite gone.

      “No. However, the less others know about you, the better it is for everyone.”

      “I can work for you. You don’t have to pay me much,” I suggest, not knowing what I can do but anxious to get him to concede something.

      His open palm smacks the table and makes me jump as high as the salt and pepper shakers.

      “I don’t want you to bring it up again.” Our eyes meet, and I wonder if he’ll hit me. His cheeks are red, and the veins in his forehead are bulging. This is the first time I’ve seen him this agitated.

      I advert my eyes and stare at my plate, hoping his foul mood will dissipate before morning.
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        * * *

      

      Karambambulia is a national drink made of red wine mixed with liquor. It’s popular, but tonight, Papa brings out an expensive bottle of cognac to show off. The men arrive, knocking on the door. When I open it, they all greet me warmly and make their way to the table.

      “Ratmim.” Andrian enthusiastically greets my father. They seem to be celebrating something, and I’m in the dark about what. The men clap each other on the back and gather around the table.

      I made snacks for the night and set up a spread in the kitchen. I can’t wait until it’s after ten o’clock. I will pretend I’m tired and go to bed.

      I like where my brothers live in downtown Minsk and enjoy visiting them, even though they don’t value me. I’m occasionally allowed to tag along when Papa has unimportant meetings. I observe the murals on the side of the old pre-WWII-era buildings. The dreary buildings look better in the summer when the pretty flowers bloom. We only have a few months of the year when it’s warm enough to plant things.

      “Dasha, we need more pretzels,” my father grumbles.

      I move to the kitchen and grab a bowl.

      “Don’t touch the cards,” Papa warns me, as if I didn’t know his precious cards mean more to him than I do.

      I set the bowl on the table. Andrian is fifteen years older than me, with the manners of a billy goat. I doubt he cooks, as he eats everything in sight when he comes over. Now that he’s older, his belly is so big that his shirt doesn’t touch the top of his dress pants. Papa told me to always be nice to him because Andrian knows men who can toss us out of our apartment if we don’t do what he wants, which makes me wonder if my father is paying rent. If he isn’t, where is his money going? I know illegal gains are usually substantial. If so, where is his money? I’ve never figured out how much he makes for a living. We don’t have flashy possessions.

      “Thank you, Dasha,” Andrian says with a suggestive undertone as I retreat from the table. I feel his eyes following me. I’m confused by this sudden change in him. He’s never come on to me before. When I turn to look at him, his eyes linger on me longer than is necessary, making my skin crawl.

      I shake my head enough for only him to notice and excuse myself for the evening. The men continue to play Durak and mutter among themselves. I choose to forget the awkwardness and head to my room.

      I shower and change into nightclothes. My phone beeps with messages. I play the Snapchat videos Katsia messaged me. She’s out with a group of friends and is having a blast.

      I am a social outcast. Everyone has something to do tonight but me. I sit alone in the dark. My life isn’t turning out the way I planned. I must have been crazy to think Papa would ever change. My mother and brothers have abandoned me, and my only future is being a glorified maid with no way out.
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          ROMAN

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask Alex as he loads every weapon imaginable onto the plane. It’s like watching a woman pack for vacation, but instead of shoes, it’s guns and ammo.

      “Preparing for the unexpected.” He gives me a serious look, and I realize he’s done this so many times that I shouldn’t second-guess him.

      My goal is to plan this job and pull it off perfectly, not make it up as events unravel. Jobs can go sideways quickly, and I hate improvising. Everything we do in life is a risk, and I like to have control in all situations.

      Alex piles more bags in the jet’s luggage compartment, a lit cigarette dangling from his mouth. I look down to make sure we’re not standing in a puddle of fuel. He knows smoking is not allowed on the tarmac, but he doesn’t care. That applies to his clothes, too. His designer jeans are worn, and the soles of his boots are uneven. He loves watches and likes to wear his hair with a lived-in style worn by rockers in a band. He finishes loading the equipment and nods to his friend sitting in a waiting SUV. The driver acknowledges him with a wave of his hand before driving away.

      Alex is not one to sweat the small things in life and has no qualms about shooting his way out of a situation. I often wonder if he cares whether he lives or dies. What he does care about is work. Once we have a target, he’s like a bloodhound following a scent. He would rather go on adventures than have a personal life. He’s methodical with his equipment but careless about everything else. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn he has kids all over the world as a result of his carelessness.

      I’m heartless. It’s easy to get women. I have money. Even though I can be an asshole, women still line up for my approval and drink the expensive champagne my money buys.

      “You have enough shit here to start a revolution,” I tease, but we have that in common.

      “Fuck you, Roman.” He takes one last drag off his cigarette before he drops it, grinds it into the ground with his military-style shoe, and turns to board.

      I follow him up the steps. I hate going to Belarus. I’d much rather be on the way to the Italian coast or the Greek islands. The family’s huge yacht is at my disposal and ready to go. The weather is perfect for the open waters under sunny skies—no one tans in Russia. I plan to enjoy my freedom as soon as I resolve this current situation. The question is, who do I want on the yacht with me?

      I buckle my seatbelt. Today is one more job of many. I’m sure Ratmim is a dirtbag, and his sons are just as dicey, growing up with the family business. Who’s Ratmim in bed with, to get in and out of Russia so cleverly? I need to know. He’s a low-level criminal, so the directive came from someone more powerful than him. Ratmim doesn’t have a family tree peppered with public officials.

      I keep my eyes on the ground and my ears open. Intel gathered in person is valuable. My peers consider me to be rather old-school for my age. They’re all into technology, but I don’t believe we should rely on one type of surveillance. There’s no such thing as having too much information if you want to be successful. I can thank my mentor, Misha, for my attitude. Misha trained me to track the wind for long-range shooting, along with other skill sets needed to survive in the wild. Technology can be limited.

      When it comes to guns, I’m proficient in most weapons but I love guns. I’ve worked with Alex for years, so we’re like a finely oiled machine. In the field, once my gun is set up and dialed in for headwinds and tailwinds, Alex takes over. He’s great at adjusting my shot for winds. I’m used to a scope for long-range shots.

      I like to visualize water flowing to my target when I’m planning a long-range shot. Does the stream go over a hill, then dip down and stay true? What about wind stream and its effect on the bullet’s trajectory? Alex and I have studied flags and wind to perfect our shooting techniques, honing our craft on numerous deer hunts over the years.

      Normally, I’d call Dmitry for the information I want. He’s an ace at hacking into systems, with an uncanny ability to get information that’s never seen the light of day. They call it the dark web for a reason. If I asked, Dmitry would do a deep dive on Ratmim, but he’s newly married with a gorgeous wife and a baby on the way. His life now is…complicated.

      I’m happy for him, but in my opinion, love is for dreamers and masochists. My mom and dad loved one another, shared the same interests and passions, but they were lucky. They never tired of one another, but that kind of love is rare.

      I prefer being single. I can do what I want, when I want. Nikolay says I’m spoiled, and that Mom coddled me too much as a baby. Maybe so, but I have my own wing in the family house. It may reek of testosterone, but I don’t have anyone telling me to get my boots off the coffee table, and that’s fine by me.

      There is a pecking order in the world of organized crime. We would not exist if we didn’t provide services to men with political aspirations and power. We do what they cannot by using our street-savvy skills to make money through nefarious and morally gray methods. We capitalize on this, getting protection from them, and they, in turn, make other demands of us.

      Most people don’t realize it, but controlling something as simple as aluminum can destabilize the market supply chain and cause spikes in prices. When quantities are limited, we profit from the product, and the stock price increases. It’s easy to manipulate the free-market system, and no one is the wiser. Aluminum is just one example of how we can make millions in a short amount of time. We create opportunities on Wall Street for our inside people to make deals that line our pockets. No one comes looking to see how much aluminum we have in stock.

      We prefer currencies like the dollar and euro because they are more stable than the ruble. For now, I’m staying away from cyber currency. Let someone else get stuck holding a bag of worthless bitcoins. We’ve also invested in legitimate businesses. Buildings, land, and hotels. It’s like a game of Monopoly.

      I’m not sure where today’s fishing expedition will lead. We will follow Ratmim, and somehow, I will extract what we need or seek my revenge without starting a war.
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