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      Phoenix

      It’s odd seeing him here. I don’t like it. I don’t care if John Hart runs the entire Chicago office of the FBI. I don’t like anyone in my space, my home. We’ve only ever “met” through online calls and meetings over the last few years. Even though he’s one of the few people I would say I respect, I don’t want him here. He is aware of it. Desperation pushed him to come.

      I’ve ignored him for three weeks. I was beginning to wonder if I pushed too far. Except him here proves I’m right—they need me. And if they need me, then they’ll give me what I want. Which is to take down the Levin family. The Levins might think they’re impenetrable but there is always a way in, if you keep at it long enough.

      “What you’re asking for is not possible. Making you an FBI agent with an office in the building is going too far, even for me. We’ll pay you for consulting if it’s the money. Help us with this case and it’s the last time we’ll ask you for anything.”

      I shrug. It isn’t the money. “Nothing is impossible. Just like you aren’t able to access what you need but I am, while breaking about a half dozen laws to do it. You know, the ones you always threaten to toss me in jail for. And you said the last time was the last time. Yet here you are.”

      His face goes red.

      I give him another shrug. “If I were an FBI agent in the building you could shoot me an email or come down to my office. It would make it easier on everyone.”

      Running a hand through his graying hair, it’s clear he’s having a hard time holding on to his temper. “This is to pin down trafficking, Phoenix. Isn’t this what you’re—”

      His use of what I’ve been fighting pisses me off. “Don’t. You have my offer: make me an FBI agent with a badge and an office in the building and I’ll keep helping. If not, quit contacting me.”

      His jaw clenches tight. “Or I could lock you up and take away your access to a computer.”

      One more shrug of my shoulders—it was either that or roll my eyes. I’m so tired of the threat, he’s used it dozens of times. John here means they need me more than I need them. There are other hackers just as good as me—maybe even better. He’s here because they won’t work with him, odd how people don’t like being threatened. “You could do that too. It’s your call.”

      When he sees the threat doesn’t mean a thing to me, he leaves without another word.

      I’m not worried, he’ll figure it out. I need to get into the FBI building and see Raymond’s file on the Levin family. Raymond was notorious for preferring paper files over computer. Since the only file I could find on the FBI mainframe for the Levins out of Chicago was slim as fuck and more than twenty years old, it means Raymond’s files are collecting dust somewhere in the building.

      The Levins in New York are on quicksand. I don’t need to worry about taking them down—they’re doing it all on their own. The two families don’t have anything to do with each other. They don’t even send Christmas cards between them. My hope of using one to get the other went nowhere.

      All my answers are here in Chicago with Milos or Aleksander. Milos as the Pakhan, head of the Bratva—the Russian mafia—and Aleksander as his number two are the ones who could tell me what happened to Ray.

      He’s dead, I know he is.

      What I need to know is, how and why.

      Then I need to destroy the Levins for what they did to Ray—to me.

      Once I’m done with the Levins here in Chicago, I’ll move onto the others in Philadelphia.

      An alert sounds on my computer, I move fast to see what it is. Milos Levin appears with his brother Aleksander at his side. As usual Milos is stone faced, his freaky yellow eyes cold. He has a beard to cover scarring on his cheek. The beard does a good job of hiding it, yet even from a picture the man is menacing. There are only two rumors for the source of the scarring: either a dog bite or a gunshot wound. I’d lay money on the gunshot since I can’t find a record of a hospital stay. If it were a gunshot wound the hospital would have to report it.

      It doesn’t matter he’s at an event to honor him and his family for their Safe Haven shelters—for survivors of trafficking. Milos Levin obviously would rather be anywhere else. Them being honored has bile rising in my throat.

      Aleksander is the one who smiles for the camera, his amber eyes glinting with humor at the reporter asking questions he is answering for Milos. The sexy female reporter blushes often, despite Aleksander not saying a single thing that could be considered flirtatious.

      Rage fills me. Because these men are beautiful, no one even considers looking beneath the surface to see the evil lurking beneath. It’s bullshit. These men used to sell men, women, and children. They still sell weapons of destruction and bring drugs into the city.

      And there’s the fucking building I want to rip apart with my bare hands. An entire building filled with women selling sex. I don’t care if the women are there because they want to be, if no woman has to take a client she doesn’t want, unlike before when they kept women drugged for compliance. Now nothing harder than ecstasy and weed are allowed, and only at the woman’s okay ahead of time.

      These men couldn’t change who they were. They didn’t deserve to be treated like princes of this city. It didn’t matter if the FBI saw them as the lesser evil and refused to take them down.

      Despite knowing the family dealt in trafficking for more than a decade after Milos’s father first came to Chicago, I can’t find anything to prove it. Everything I’ve found is from their family in New York. Even what the FBI there collected wasn’t actionable, as it was all past tense. Since it was all from when their father was alive, once their father and grandfather were dead they cut ties with New York. There wasn’t even a single murder they were less than five degrees of separation from.

      I don’t care they stopped trafficking before Milos took over from his father. Their empire was built off evil. I’m not going to stop until I burn it all down—with them inside.

      Except it’s harder than I thought. The bastards are protected by not only the FBI but Diego Valdez—a man who heads the most elite security contracting company in practically the entire world. There’s nothing Valdez and his crew couldn’t find or hide. They have boots on the ground in more than a hundred countries and they’re active in operations in America. The hackers have skills I envy even though I’ve been doing this for three years. Because of Valdez I couldn’t even find a fucking parking ticket on any of them.

      What really pisses me off is almost a year ago, Valdez contacted me asking to work for him. If I had said yes I’d have access to everything I could need. I’d said no without even thinking about it. I didn’t want anyone telling me what to do and my own work was more important. So now I’m almost three months into searching for anything to take them down with nothing to show for it. For a long week, as I scoured for the tiniest thing on any of the family, I wondered if the Levins were exactly as they appeared.

      To the city of Chicago, the Levin family were nothing more than third-generation Russian immigrants made good. They were more American than Russian despite growing up speaking Russian. They’d successfully brought a taste of Russia to Chicago by way of their three supermarkets that carried the best of Russian food items, with one of them a true gourmet-only store. Then there were the two restaurants, one opened by Victor—their father—and the other opened by Milos.

      Aleksander ran one of the most popular nightclubs in the city. The richest and the most beautiful played there. Even though it was a poorly kept secret gambling was happening inside, nothing was done about it. Because supposedly there was no house take, just men sitting around playing poker, roulette, and craps with each other for fun. Yeah, right.

      While I have no doubt the restaurants and club are where they’re cleaning their money, I can’t find anything to prove it. It was only if you kept asking enough questions, pushed harder on the Outfit—the Italian mafia that runs the city—you’ll get the answer that the Levins are Russian mafia, Bratva. Milos, the oldest at thirty-nine, is the pakhan. Aleksander is next at thirty-eight and the two spies or what the Italian mafia would call an underboss, and Nikita, the youngest of all six brothers, is the bookkeeper who keeps track of all their money.

      In Philadelphia Vasily, the third-born brother, is the pakhan. I wondered—hoped, really—that Aleksander resented not being pakhan of Philadelphia, but he’s so close to Milos that he didn’t want to go to Philadelphia. The brothers had taken a vote and made Vasily the head of the family there, with Damien the bookkeeper and Maxim his two spies.

      Frustration twists me into knots. For the thousandth time I wish to hell Raymond’s girlfriend had contacted me sooner. I pull up the recording of the conversation I’ve listened to so many times I know every word by heart.

      When the phone rang I was asleep after being up all night crawling through the internet for a lead on a trafficking operation out of Poland. The only reason I woke up was because I was startled by the uncommon sound of the house phone ringing. I hadn’t used the phone in months, only to call my cell when I misplaced it. The only reason it was connected was because I was too lazy to change it when Beth died, also the internet was less expensive as a bundle than alone. Since it was an unlisted number it didn’t ring often.

      “Hello?” I mumbled.

      “Lisa?” The woman’s voice was strained, barely more than a whisper.

      That the person knew the name no one has called me in years had me instantly awake. Confusion mingled with fear in the pit of my stomach. “Who is this?”

      “It’s Diana. Do you remember me? I was dating Ray when he disappeared.”

      Relief had me sagging into the arm of the couch. I did. I hadn’t liked her. She resented me as much as I resented her. “Yeah, you agreed with the police and FBI that Ray took off.”

      I hated her for agreeing with them. It meant people stopped looking for him when I knew better. He wouldn’t have left me. I don’t care if he was being investigated for mishandling a case. Something happened to him, no one looked for him but me. And at sixteen—a week away from seventeen—I was too young to do much. Not even the newspaper or television reporters were willing to help me.

      Since he went missing two days before Christmas, media wanted only saccharine sweet or injustices fixed by the holiday season. The networks didn’t care about a questionable FBI agent, and I was terrified to tell anyone what happened to me even if it would have made Ray look good for taking me in.

      There are times the guilt threatens to consume me. If I had used my sob story maybe the press would have helped. I was so fucking selfish. I failed Ray after all he did for me. “What do you want?”

      “I’m sorry. I was too afraid to piss off the Levins. Milos is terrifying when crossed. He’ll order whole families killed, not just the ones who wrong him. I had my kids to think of.” She sniffles, her voice throbbing with regret and tears.

      “What? Who?” Before her phone call I had no idea who she was talking about. The name Levin sounded familiar in the way of a B-list actor on a television show you didn’t watch. Chicago and the surrounding suburbs has more than three million people in it. I knew of basically the mayor, the governor, and our senators—I don’t even know who my alderman is. It’s easy to live in a bubble of a three-to-five-block radius of your home in Chicago, with either an El or bus stop so close to everything. Especially, if you never left the house like me.

      I knew of the heads of state and local police forces of the countries that had the most trafficking, and that was it. Life in Chicago didn’t really exist for me outside of my delivery people and housekeeper who made it possible not to leave the house.

      “Milos Levin, the head of the Bratva here in Chicago. Look, I still think Raymond left on his own. But I also think they know where he went and helped him get there. If you go to them, I think they’ll tell you since it’s been so long.”

      Bratva? The Russian mafia? I’m up and at my computer typing in a search on Milos Levin. “Why do you think that? And why are you just calling now?”

      Air shudders out of her. “Because it’s time. I’m dying. I’m in hospice now. They said I have a few weeks, maybe only a few days. I’d rather it was days. I can’t take this pain anymore. I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time. With the end close, I finally can. I do think Ray is out there. I might have thought I loved him, but he was a selfish bastard who didn’t care about anyone but himself. A man like that doesn’t allow anyone close enough to kill him.”

      I close my eyes against the description of Ray. She was wrong, I want to scream. He loved me. He was never selfish with me. Only I don’t dare, scared of angering her and making her hang up. “Why do you think Milos Levin knows? I’ve never heard or seen the name in any of his files.”

      “Because you’ve never heard of or seen the name. He was getting paid off from them since his second year here in Chicago. They were more than that though. He was friends with the whole family. Ray joked about marrying you off to the youngest son Nikita when you were old enough.”

      I’m only half-listening, too pissed at her, thankful the call is recording as are all my calls—cell phone and landline. Holy shit, she wasn’t exaggerating, the Levins are top fucking dogs, or should I say lions? Since it’s what Levin means in Russian, or so every freaking reporter tells me when writing about them. “I don’t understand, if he was so close to them, how I never knew or saw anything on them.”

      Her sigh is loud. “It’s like I said. They might be titans in this city, but they are also into some scary and dirty shit. Milos has worked hard to keep their name squeaky clean. Ray didn’t even call them by their names in his phone or appointments with them. Victor, their father was Vincent, Milos was Michael, Aleksander was Adam, and Nikita was Nathan.”

      Memories flash of Ray using those names. It wasn’t often he did, but he spoke of them more than a few times. Before I can ask more questions, I hear an exclamation in the background.

      “Who is this?” a woman demands.

      I’m not sure who to say—Lisa, a name I’ve done my best to forget or Phoenix—the name I chose for myself. I don’t have a chance to respond to either before the call is cut.

      Fuck! I want to scream.

      At the time I decided to wait a day for Diana to call back, only she didn’t. When I broke down and called her two days later, it was to be told she was dead. I cried, but not for the reason the woman thought I did.

      After I calmed down I assured myself Diana had given me enough. I could find the answer to Ray’s disappearance, and it wasn’t by asking Milos or Aleksander Levin. They wouldn’t tell me. The more I looked into them, the more I was certain either they had killed Ray or they knew who did. Either way, I wouldn’t find out the truth until I had enough on them to turn their world to ash. I’d blackmail them to tell me what I wanted to know, but I would still light my match to make them pay.

      Except in the months I’d been digging, I hadn’t found a single thing. When I went to John, sure from all the information I’ve given him in the past he would believe me and help me, he shrugged. He told me the FBI knew what the Levins were and they were going to stay in power. At my shock he shook his head, asking me if I knew how many people the Levins employed in the city and all the good they did? It wasn’t just about that, it was that they kept the truly nasty Chechens and Serbians out of the city and power.

      The shake of his head was sad. Did I really want to know everything about Ray? Why couldn’t I let it go?

      I was stunned. How could he ask that? Ray was the only person who loved and cared about me. It wasn’t the mother who had left me with my father and ran away with a boyfriend when I was seven. Definitely not the father who sold me when he got tired of taking care of me three months later, then committed suicide when the man who bought me was caught trying to sell me again once I was too old for him at thirteen, rather than face the jail time he would get. Ray took me in and did his best for me for four years. He would never have walked away from me—someone took him away from me.

      John simply said, in the end the truth could hurt more than not knowing.

      Bullshit. He didn’t know a damn thing. I need to know what happened to Ray. And I will, one way or another.
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      Aleksander

      Nikita enters my office followed by a waitress carrying a tray. The nightclub I own and run doesn’t have a huge kitchen—it only serves food for me and my brothers and those allowed into the gambling area. It’s our usual evening zakuski, a platter consisting of snacks to keep us from getting drunk on an empty stomach while we enjoy our vodka and discuss the day’s business and the coming night.

      Since my nightclub opens at eight in the evening and is open until four in the morning, I’m mostly nocturnal. We each have businesses we run under our own names to launder money for our real Bratva business.

      I run the club and the brothel, which is an apartment building only on paper, hands on. Nikita has his office out of and runs the restaurant our father created in honor of our mother, while Milos runs the grocery stores and has his office out of the restaurant he created in honor of his woman.

      I’ve tried on multiple occasions to handle all business while I’m awake. However, Milos refused to give up business calls he gets in the middle of the night. Only once I was busy with a high-stakes game and missed an important call that caused a loss of a lot of money more than five years ago. Ever since, Milos has required all calls go to him. When I tried to discuss it again a few years ago, he admitted he liked keeping busy—the better not to dwell on not having his woman.

      After our meeting they’ll go home to their condos and go to bed. I’ll close down my club and be in bed a little after six, then up again by noon.

      The call comes through right on time, we could set our watches to it—Milos certainly does. Nikita’s eyes meet mine when Milos stands and begins pacing. It means something happened to upset Celia.

      “Buy her another one, damn it,” Milos orders. “I don’t give a fuck if it’s been discontinued. Call the manufacturer, they almost always keep some in reserve, and buy the whole lot they have in case she needs another in the future. I don’t care if she said it was fine that isn’t the water bottle she likes, get her the one she does. Another thing, I saw her cleaning today. What the fuck have I told you? She doesn’t clean. I don’t give a fuck if the maid is sick, then you clean.”

      Nikita laughs as he shakes his head. I don’t. Milos is prickly enough as of late, I like my body unbruised. The closer the date comes to Celia graduating so he can claim her, the more he is on edge. Popping a blini in my mouth, I give Nikita a look of warning as Milos ends his call with a final aggravated curse.

      Once again, I’m grateful I have not and never will suffer as Milos does over a woman. I fight not to shudder at the thought of it. It doesn’t matter Milos long ago gave up resenting it and accepted it, swore he found a certain peace from it.

      While I enjoy women in all their many varied shapes, sizes, and silky-soft skin, they are emotional, illogical, and more trouble than I am willing to endure. I limit myself to women who are content with sex for a night or a few weeks and nothing more. The moment they wanted something more or they failed to hold my interest, I ended things.

      There’s a brief knock on the door. I check the camera to see Peter. Pressing a button on my desk, it disengages the magnetic lock, allowing him to enter. I’m curious why he’s here. While he’s head of our security and usually at Milos’s side, and practically a brother since he’s been in our lives since I was thirteen, he doesn’t sit in on our meetings.

      Milos is surprised as well. “What’s the matter?”

      “We might have an issue. I want to reach out to Valdez to confirm.”

      “Explain,” I demand.

      He pulls his phone out and connects to the large television screen on the wall. A woman flashes on the screen. “This is from last week, Tuesday, an hour before you open across the street. She knows the time you get here.” Another flash and she’s outside Kotyonak, Milos’s restaurant. “Wednesday of last week.” One more flash and she’s outside the house I have right around the corner from here.

      The house isn’t my favorite. I won it in a hand in a poker game almost a decade ago and because of the value and the fact it’s less than five blocks away, I decided to keep it. I hated all the levels and only used it for women I wasn’t going to see again, preferring the condo I had in Water Tower Place, then the condo Milos gave me in the Hancock several months ago. “And this is from yesterday. I’ve gone through the cameras around the Hancock and I can’t confirm one hundred percent it’s her, but I believe she was there this week.”

      “What the hell?” Milos mutters.

      “Exactly, if it were one of you it would be a question of her fixating on a pretty face, but she’s been to all the locations at least twice.” Peter scowls at the screen—he sees her as a threat.

      Studying her, I can’t for the life of me see her as something to fear. Which makes her all the more dangerous. I can’t call her a woman—she’s too young for the word.

      It’s clear she isn’t thin within the baggy clothes she’s wearing, with round cheeks and a double chin beneath a small round face. She has light golden blonde hair that’s in a messy bun in all the photos. Her face is an oval cameo with a thin nose above a wide mouth. As young as she appears, there is a network of lines across her forehead, and those sky-blue eyes are filled with darkness.

      “She looks like a teenage school shooter in those atrocious clothes,” Nikita muses as he studies her. “If it weren’t for the fact her face is pretty enough, you would have no idea she was even a girl in that awful hoody and sweatpants. What woman wears sweatpants anymore?”

      Milos and I connect. “A woman who wants to hide her body from scrutiny,” Milos says aloud.

      I nod. “A woman who has been used and abused.”

      “What?” Nikita looks between us.

      “We got out of that forever ago.” I shake my head.

      Milos’s jaw tightens—I have no doubt he’s remembering whatever hell he saw that made him kill half of our cargo and demand our father shut down the most profitable piece of our family business. “Forever ago to us, not to her.”

      “What the hell are you two talking about?” Nikita hates feeling left out.

      “Sometimes I’m worried about your lack of awareness and empathy, little brother.” I shake my head. “When a woman has been violated sexually, whether it was a relative, the asshole she met on a dating app, or she was taken kicking and screaming by some bastard looking to get his rocks off on showing his power, the woman will do her best to hide her body. Because she thinks it’s somehow her fault. Whether it’s due to her rapist telling her that, or this fucked-up world with dumbasses saying shit like what she was wearing caused her rape.”

      Nikita frowns. “I don’t lack empathy. So I don’t assume every woman who dresses like she does has been violated. It doesn’t mean I’m un—okay, fine. I don’t think of shit like that. Doesn’t even cross my mind. So what? Are you saying you think she was someone we trafficked? She is far too young.”

      The flash of disgust on Milos’s face is there and gone so quickly if a person had blinked they would miss it. I didn’t, and I recognize the self-loathing rolling off him in waves. “No, she’s not.” He looks to Peter. “Send me the information and I’ll forward it to Valdez. You didn’t get a single hit?”

      Peter, as our head of security, has access to the city cameras and a not small file of faces of note. He works his phone and Milos’s phone pings as he receives it. “Not one. It’s why I need to contact Valdez.”

      Anything going to Valdez needs to come through us first. Milos hits speaker as Valdez answers. “Mr. Levin, I received your email. I’m looking at it now.”

      “She’s been following me and Aleksander. We need to know who she is and why,” Milos replies.

      “Hm, I don’t recognize her. I’m uploading her now.”

      I sip at my vodka as I go through my mental files of women I’ve seen. I don’t remember her. Aside from her eyes, and light blonde hair, there isn’t really anything that would have a person remembering her. Although I don’t want to believe she’s out for payback over once being cargo we traded in, her light blonde hair and blue eyes are features that would have made her sought after.

      It's only as Milos says Valdez’s name in question I realize it’s been a moment since Valdez has said anything. As unfair as it might be, we aren’t used to the man not having an immediate answer. The skills he and his team possess are numerous. He’s become invaluable to us.

      “I apologize, nothing is coming up. She’s nowhere to be found. No booking photos, driver’s license, government issued I.D., not even a hit on a street camera in the city I can cross-reference to find an address. This is going to take some time.” Valdez is apologetic.

      Milos shrugs, what can be said? “We’ll increase our security. As soon as you have something, call me.”

      “Aleksander, you’ll get Boris as well as your usual guard David. Milos will also have me as well as Gleb.” Peter is unbending.

      The last thing I want is another guard, but if I refuse so will Milos. As long as he’s protected too, I’ll suffer it. Peter is not an alarmist, he’s the head of our entire family’s security, not only Milos’s because he’s good. I sigh as I wonder what it is this woman wants, and if I have to worry about the lives of my brothers.
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      Closing down the club always takes forever on the weekend. It’s almost six and the sun is breaking, yet there is still more dark than light in the sky as I exit the SUV. The beautiful woman I have with me will be the equivalent of a sleep aid. After a few orgasms I’m able to fall asleep easier and faster. She giggles as I lift her from the SUV, her arms snaking around my neck.

      David curses. “Get back in the SUV,” he yells at me.

      I turn to find the woman from the pictures I saw what feels like a few short hours ago staring at me only a dozen feet away. The hood part is up over her head, then she’s pushing it back. She isn’t tall but she isn’t short, five foot seven, maybe five eight.

      Her blue eyes catch mine and hold. The odd sensation of goose bumps sweeps over my body. Hatred is rolling off her as she approaches me. It has to be the cause of the goose bumps. Women young and old have only stared at me with either desire or indulgent humor.

      She is a pretty thing even in the hideous hoody and sweats. Too bad her hatred deepens those lines in her forehead and turns down her wide mouth.

      Her hair is in a messy bun again, it’s clear it’s long. I love long hair, the better to wrap it around my hand and use it to guide a woman’s mouth to my cock. The words slide out of me. “Privet, malyshka, what a pretty little thing you are.”

      The woman in my arms, fuck me if I can remember her name, scoffs and pushes away from me. She says something, I’m not listening, all my focus is on the girl. I’m drawn to her, the better to see her.

      “I’m going to make you pay,” she says. “You and your brothers. The Levin family will be revealed for what you really are.” It’s a promise. Her husky voice is more mature than her years, something in her tone holds me in place.

      David moves between me and the angry girl. He pulls his gun. “I’ll kill you first.”

      The woman I brought from the club runs for the street, forgotten the moment I lose sight of her. I step around David. “Pay for what, malyshka? Who are you?”

      “You know what. Your sins are numerous and disgusting.” The words are filled with venom.

      I’m not the only one sure if she did have a weapon she would have used it by now. David raises the gun to the girl’s face.

      Her gasp is ice down my spine. It doesn’t matter I still feel the sting of her hate—the sight of fear on her face sends my hand to David’s arm and pushes it down. “Your name, malyshka. Tell me your name.”

      “Karma,” is all she says before she walks away.

      The concern I had in the face of how deep her hatred runs disappears. She really had no idea who she was up against if she thought she could threaten me and my family then simply walk away. If she was stupid enough to go up against an enemy without knowing everything you can about them, she wouldn’t live for long.

      Speaking in Russian to Boris in case the sound traveled, I order, “Follow her, unseen. Sit on her place once you get there and call me with the address.”

      He nods.

      Since the woman has been scared off, I have David take me to my condo. The better to be near Milos anyway when Boris calls with the information on the girl. Getting into the SUV, my stomach turns as I consider how young she had to have been for her to be sold by my father. I close my eyes as I think of my father looking at her and seeing nothing more than a product instead of a child.

      Not for the first time, I wonder how he did it. I loved—still love—my father deeply, but when I think of the things he did…I don’t like him. It’s painful even though he’s been dead for more than fifteen years. He was a good father, patient and kind to the faults of children, yet guiding and thoughtful of us becoming men. It isn’t easy reconciling the things he did as pakhan with who he was as a father.

      Unlocking the door to the condo, a sigh of relief fills me at being where I consider home. While there is a large family home in the suburbs I visit at least once a week for a meal with my mother, I prefer my own space in the city. I bought my first condo in the Water Tower Place at twenty, then upgraded to a larger one eight years later.

      Since Milos gave me the condo—what he called a Christmas gift—I’ve made several changes. The place was too dark. I used the interior designer who did the updates in Milos’s new condo. Gone are the dark colors on the wall and even darker furniture.

      Milos wondered how the hell he agreed to the previous decoration. I reminded him he’d been fucking the designer and she told him he deserved a home as dark as his heart. This time he went with a designer who was aware she was designing the space for another woman.

      My stomach growls, forcing me into the kitchen. I grab a roast beef sandwich the housekeeper Milos and I share prepared and left for me. I’m not particular, especially when I don’t spend much time at home.

      I don’t bother to sit down, eating as I go into my bedroom, checking messages and emails I need to deal with before going to bed. My phone rings, it's Boris.

      “I lost her,” he mutters.

      “You what? How the fuck could you lose her?” I demand.

      “She caught sight of me. One minute she was there flipping me off, the next I looked everywhere and I can’t find her. I’m sorry.”

      Christ. “You fucking will be. Go home.” I hang up. Checking the time, I decide to let Milos sleep. Hopefully by the time I’m up Valdez will have found her.

      I finish the sandwich, undress, then take a shower.

      I’m annoyed as I step out of the shower and dry off. The girl had ruined a pleasant way to fall asleep. This means I’ll need a Klonopin. I don’t like taking them because the more I do the less effective they become, and I have to increase the dosage.

      Sleep has never been easy for me, even when I was a teenager. My mind refuses to shut down, no matter how tired I am. I tried everything from weed to downers, but only Xanax that only works for four hours and had me up as soon as it wore off, and Klonopin which works for eight hours, allow me to sleep long enough to feel rested.

      I do a quick check if there’s anything new that came in while I was in the shower. There’s nothing. I pop the Klonopin. After a few fuckups I learned to be in bed when I took it—no wandering around and waiting for it to kick in.

      Quickly, I check to confirm my alarm is set for one, which gives me a little more than six hours of sleep. While I’m only at the club all night four nights a week, I try to stay on a sleep schedule, or at least the same number of hours.

      Normally, I would be thinking of business. But in the almost twenty minutes it takes for the drug to kick in, I consider the girl. Her hatred was a palpable thing. While I loathe the hand my father played in her story, he’s been dead almost fifteen years now.

      We haven’t trafficked since two years before my father’s death, and we refuse to work with those that do. Making us pay is going after the wrong people. My last thoughts as the Klonopin pulls me under are of wondering how she planned on making us pay. And how best to kill her quickly and quietly before she could put her plans in motion.
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      Phoenix

      My cell phone ringing pulls me from the rabbit hole of a pedophile ring out of Thailand. I check the number, it’s John.

      “Yeah?”

      “You got your wish. Don’t complain to me when you come to regret it. You start at nine o’clock sharp tomorrow. For the love of god you can’t wear a hoodie and sweats to the office. Get a few suits and something besides those awful shoes. Try and dress like an adult. Don’t embarrass me or make me regret it. If you do, so help me, I will throw you in prison with no computer privileges for the next twenty years.” He ends the call before I can say a thing.

      Relief fills me. I came so close to fucking up by getting too damn antsy and approaching Aleksander Levin two days ago. I hadn’t been able to simply watch him as he carried the beautiful woman in his arms. It was that morning when I figured out the difference between him going to the house that in any other neighborhood would have been a few million, but because of the Old Town location was almost eight million dollars, versus the condo in the Hancock building. Women, the bastard had a fuck pad.

      Watching him, I hated that I understood the blushing reporter. Up close he wasn’t simply beautiful, he was stunning. I knew he was thirty-eight only he didn’t look it. Even though his wide, heavy brow was filled with lines I wouldn’t have guessed he was that old. His jaw was square with carved cheekbones as sharp as his nose. The oddest longing to touch him to confirm he was real grew until I almost did.

      Something drew me to him that I couldn’t understand. He was the flame—big, hot, enticing. I became a stupid, brainless moth that needed to get closer to him. Then a man appeared between us, freeing me from my stupor.

      Hate flared through me. I hadn’t been able to keep my mouth shut. I wanted him scared, aware I was coming after him.

      Only I hadn’t scared him at all, not in the slightest. I’d been the one who nearly passed out in fear when his guard stuck a gun in my face. Had he seen the fear? His golden eyes hadn’t even flickered while putting his hand on his man’s arm and pushing it down. He stared at me as if he was trying to figure me out.

      It wasn’t me he wanted to figure out, it was the reason why I was there. He didn’t see me as a threat and that infuriated me even more.

      Then I screwed up all over again: I hadn’t seen the man following me. I only realized it by complete chance—catching sight of him in the reflection of a window. Thank fuck it was more than a mile from where I lived but damn it, I can’t believe I nearly ruined everything.

      I’m going to need to learn patience. And it starts with going clothes shopping. I shudder. I don’t shop. I buy my clothes online in twos, sometimes threes if I find something I really like, usually consisting of T-shirts, hoodies, and sweatpants. Since I don’t leave the house it didn’t matter to me what I wore.

      While I’m not looking forward to going into the FBI office every day, it will be worth it if it means a way to destroy the Levins. I’m also not going to do it for long. Once I’ve had my revenge I’ll give it a week or two, then tell John that I changed my mind and it wasn’t for me. He’ll be relieved when I tell him I’ll still do whatever they call me for and that will be the end of it.

      Over the last two weeks going to check out Milos and Aleksander, I tried to go during the quieter parts of the day. It hadn’t helped, especially since their condo in the Hancock building was on Michigan Avenue—one of the busiest streets in all of Chicago. The quickest way home was the El but I didn’t dare take it, it wasn’t safe. I stuck to the bus and did my best to tune people out. A shudder runs through me as I consider what I’ve signed myself up for, going out every single day during the busiest times of the day.

      Fuck.

      I take a deep breath. No whining, this is for Ray.

      Starting with clothes. I do a search because I’m too fat to go shopping just anywhere. I sigh as I wonder what size I am now. I did exactly what the therapist feared I would, I put on weight to hide. Up until I was almost raped in the high school bathroom by a group of boys who found out what happened to me, I was still a normal weight for my height, although by the time I turned fourteen my breasts entered a room before I did. After the attack I put on almost thirty pounds in less than six months.

      Ray got upset and stressed it was important I lose weight for my health. I managed to lose more than twenty pounds. However, when Ray went missing I fell into depression. I gained back the twenty pounds I lost and another twenty on top of that.

      The last time I tried to buy clothes I was sent to what the sales associate called the fat woman’s store. When she saw the hurt on my face she apologized, it didn’t help. I felt so ashamed, I didn’t bother going to the store. Instead I went home and ordered sweatpants online. I’ve never gone shopping since.

      I do a search for the fat woman’s store the lady directed me to. It didn’t matter it’s been years since it happened I never forgot a word she said. It’s not far, but for fuck’s sake it closes in only three hours. I need a shower and I can’t remember when I washed my hair last—dry shampoo is my best friend. While I take a shower daily, dealing with my hair is a pain in the ass. Ray loved my long hair so I’ve never cut it.

      After shampooing my hair twice, I decide to let the conditioner sit on it for a while before rinsing it out. It takes forever to dry my hair. As soon as it’s dry I put it up into a bun.

      Done, I consider my clothes. There isn’t much to choose from. I decide to go with a plain black shirt beneath a black hoodie and black sweatpants.

      Then I grab my phone that has a wallet in the phone case. Out on the street a cab slows after dropping off a fare a few houses down. The driver is a woman, when she asks if I need a ride, I get in with relief—it’s rare for a cabbie to be a woman. Fifteen minutes later, she drops me off in front of the outdoor mall.

      I take a deep breath then open the door. The store is relatively empty, only two women walking around shopping and a woman at the register checking out a customer. Scanning the store I find the work clothes.

      “Hi, I’m Kashvi. Can I help you find anything?” A petite woman who might be my age or a few years older is in front of me. I’m immediately envious of how confidently she wears tight black jeans and an even tighter red long-sleeved top with cut-outs at her shoulders and between her breasts, even though she’s probably heavier than me. Her smile is kind, her brown eyes soft.

      I’m embarrassed I need help but if I don’t ask for it, I’ll be in here forever. “I need clothes for work but, um, I don’t know my size. I haven’t shopped in forever. I’m supposed to buy suits.”

      Confusion is in her eyes as they run over me. “Okay…” Even though it’s clear she wants to ask me something, she looks to the rack of dress pants instead. “I’m going to guess you’re a size eighteen or twenty in bottoms and probably a twenty, twenty-two on top. We don’t have suits which is a good thing when the tops and bottoms are different sizes. We do have dress pants and several different blazers you can wear. Let’s confirm your sizes first. I’m going to go with average on pants for height. Is there a particular cut you’re looking for? Like boot cut or straight?”

      I shrug, trying to hide my own confusion. “I need to look as professional as possible.”

      “In that case let’s go with straight leg. These have plenty of give. Follow me. I’ll get you a changing room started. While you’re trying on the pants I’m going to grab a few blouses I think will work.” She unlocks a large changing room and hangs up the pants for me. “Give those a try and keep on the ones that work so you can see how they look with the blouses.”

      Inside the changing room, it takes a minute to work up the nerve to undress. I turn away from the mirror when I remove the hoodie then take off the sweatpants. I have to kick off my Vans as the pants won’t go over them. I’m relieved when the size eighteen pants fit. They’re not even super snug, they fit almost perfectly. I just wish the hem was an inch shorter.

      There’s a knock on the door. “Hello? Are you good for me to give you some blouses?”

      I open the door. “These fit.”

      She nods. “Those look good. What size?”

      “The eighteen.”

      “Okay, do you want me to grab you some skirts—”

      “No.” I wince as I realize how loud the word came out of me. “I don’t like skirts. I’m good with another four pairs of these, please. All black is fine.”

      Her nod is fast. “Sure. Yeah, okay. Um, here’s a few different sizes and styles in blouses.”

      I take the clothes she practically thrusts at me before she turns and walks quickly away. God, I’m such a freak. I close the door and let my head fall against it. It isn’t her fault I’m…broken—a fucking mess. Squeezing my eyes shut, I fight against the memories. Not here and now.

      Pushing away from the door, I sigh with relief at how plain the blouses are. They’re all button-down in varying colors and fabric. A few are a soft cotton and the others are some kind of polyester with stretch. She was right, I’m a larger size on top. The size twenty are uncomfortable across my stomach and shoulders, while the size twenty-two looks and feels better.

      I turn to look at myself in the mirror. Huh, I barely recognize myself. It wasn’t just that I don’t look in the mirror often, it’s that I had a different picture in my head. This isn’t who I saw. Blinking fast, I refuse to let the tears fall. That picture—it’s from the years before Ray disappeared. When I wasn’t so…fat.

      A knock pulls me out of my thoughts. “Are you good?” she asks.

      “Yes, thank you. I’m a size twenty-two. Could you please bring me a few more colors in that size, in both fabrics?”

      “Gotcha, be right back.”

      Not all of the colors look good on me. While I have light blonde hair and blue eyes, I am not pale. I’m able to get a light golden tan. It’s from my mother who was born in Barcelona, Spain. She’s also where I got my blonde hair and blue eyes. Both Ray and my bio dad had brown hair and brown eyes. Ray thought it was hilarious a woman from Spain is why I’m blonde.

      Another knock on the door. I open it and accept the hangers from her as I hand her back the ones that didn’t fit.

      I try on more until I’m happy with eight shirts which I think will be good enough with the five pairs of pants.

      When I open the door, she’s waiting. “I um, I hate to say this. Please don’t take offense but the bra you’re wearing doesn’t look great with the blouses. Do you want to get sized so you…”

      I’m blushing. I had noticed it but refused to think about it. The sports bras I started wearing when the few bras I purchased after I gained weight didn’t fit were what I felt more comfortable in.

      “I—” My throat is so tight I can barely get the word out. “How do I get sized?”

      “It’s super easy. I promise, I’ll be quick.” Does she notice I go pale at the thought of her touching me? “Or I can talk you through doing it?”

      I nod. Throat tight. “I can do it, please.”

      Her smile is forced as she hands me measuring tape. “Sure, it’s easy.”

      Back in the changing room, I take off the shirt and hoodie again. I can’t look in the mirror and turn toward the door. The bra is harder to take off, I hate the moment it’s off that I find it hard to even glance down at my own breasts. Frustration wells up in me. This is bullshit, ridiculous. I blink back tears, as I gasp at the foreign touch of my own hands against my breasts. Aside from cleaning in the shower, I never touch my own body in the light—only in the dark, only with my eyes closed.

      I work to keep my voice from betraying the strain as I call out the numbers she asks for.

      “Okay, you’re a 46DD. I’m going to grab a few styles in your size, be back in a few.”

      My knees give out as I remove the measuring tape from around me. I stumble onto the covered stool. Crossing my arms over my breasts, I do my best to cover them up. I lean against the wall. This isn’t right. This is so unfair. Why has it been more than a decade and I’m still trapped in those thoughts he burned into me? That my breasts were bad, dirty? That my body was dirty?

      Pushing it down, I refuse to let the thoughts out. No, damn it. I will not freak out in public. I grasp my hoodie and cover my breasts with it.

      I’m lost in thought until she knocks at the door. I grip the hoodie tight against me as I open the door to her.

      She hands me five different bras. “I got you a few, they might not all feel the same and comfy enough to wear all day.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      I don’t freak out as badly as I did the first time I brushed against my breasts. Yet it still isn’t easy to look in the mirror to see how the bra fits. It doesn’t feel great, too tight in the shoulders. I adjust the straps then put it back on.

      The sight in the mirror is another shock. It’s the body of a woman. I flinch as the memory hits: I was too big now. I couldn’t be his little girl, his doll anymore. A new daddy would take care of me and love me.

      No, no, don’t. Don’t.

      “Are you okay?” the woman calls out.

      “Yes, yes. Just a minute.” I hate I can hear the tears in my eyes. I put the crappy sports bra on again, then hurry to get dressed as I dry my eyes.

      Stepping out of the changing room, I hand them back to her. “I’ll take them all.” The cost of them is nothing compared to the cost to me staying.

      “Oh, okay. You forgot to check out the blazers.” She offers me two. “These are all we have in your size. We’ll get some more in next week.”

      “I’ll take them both.” I need to get the hell out of here, right now.
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      Aleksander

      I’m surprised I wake up on my own. I check my phone, only ten minutes before my alarm. There are no waiting texts or emails on the girl. What the fuck?

      Milos calls me almost fifteen minutes later.  “You up yet?”

      “Yeah, getting dressed now.”

      “Get your ass up here.”

      Ten minutes later, I’m walking into his office. Nikita is already sipping vodka. He nods to the sideboard. “Breakfast.”

      “You stepped between David and the woman? What the fuck, Aleksander?”

      He’s pissed because he’s concerned. I shake my head as I take a bite out of the breakfast sandwich. “She’s harmless. She about pissed herself when he stuck the gun in her face.”

      “There are more than a dozen men and women dead by people they judged to be harmless. Whether she pissed herself or not isn’t the issue. I know your ass doesn’t wear the bulletproof suits I got you.” Milos is up and pacing.

      “I do.” I defend myself. “After that close call at the end of last year I’ve been wearing them every day. In the winter the too hot thing is a plus. And I’ll keep wearing the suits from here on out,” I promise him. And now that I’ve made the promise, I’ll keep it.

      The bulletproof suits weren’t something we discovered existed until Milos was shot a few years ago. When Valdez found out he hooked us up with someone who made them, and Milos threw out his old suits and ordered us to do the same and replace them with bulletproof.

      He is visibly relieved.

      “The suits won’t stop a head shot,” Peter scolds as he walks into Milos’s office. “You shouldn’t have gotten between her and David. He’s there to protect you.”

      Instantly Milos is tense. “From now on, you’re getting Boris, David and Michael.”

      Christ, how the hell am I supposed to move with that many people on me? I don’t bother arguing because it would give Milos an out. If I want him to have the security to keep him safe, then it means I’ll need to as well. “And you?”

      Peter answers for him. “He’ll have two more in addition to me and Danil. We’re flying blind. Valdez called this morning. There are no hits on her. He was able to get more shots from her on cameras around the city, but only outside this building.”

      “No fucking way.” Nikita exhales. Voicing all our thoughts.

      “Exactly, that makes her even more dangerous. She said she’s going to make you pay. My guess is she means the trafficking, since Nikita was a teenager when Milos put an end to it and she’s going to you and Milos.”

      My eyes meet with Milos’s. He shakes his head. “She has to have been sold through Father. He destroyed all the records when I told him we were getting out. Did he ever discuss a sale like her to you?”

      “No, he never spoke of any sales to me. He saw my distaste when he mentioned once that an incoming shipment of cargo were too young to bleed. Since I knew that meant younger than sixteen, I couldn’t keep the disgust off my face. He never spoke of it again.” I run my hand over my face. “She was early to mid-twenties. Did they set her free or did she escape? Is there any way to do a search on girls around her age who disappeared or were saved from trafficking?”

      Peter considers the question. “I’ll talk to Valdez. However, the scope of the search could be too much for even him. There’s no way of knowing if she was sold to an organization or a person. Then there’s the question of was she saved on a federal or local level?”

      “Fucking hell.” Milos mutters. “She’s free to roam without any way to tell when she’s coming.”

      Grimly, Peter nods. “Which is why you’re both getting more security until we can identify her or grab her ourselves.”

      Nikita is up refilling his glass of vodka. “Great, a woman out to make us pay for something we haven’t done in more than a decade.”

      “Girl.” I correct him. “She’s a girl trapped in time. As far as she’s concerned, we deserve to pay for what happened to her. If Father sold a child that young, he sure as fuck did. The only problem is, he’s dead and we’re not.”
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      Aleksander

      Ever the strategist, Milos waits until I’ve taken a sip of my vodka before he speaks. “Grigori has contacted me. He is offering his granddaughter as a wife for you. A way of strengthening the Levin name. It got me thinking, he’s right. Marriage, the gold band marks a man as innocuous, civilized, what we need to portray. I think it’s time for not just me, for all of us to get married.”

      I down the rest of the glass in one swallow. “Marriage?”

      The asshole smiles. “I’ll let you pick your bride, but yes. I want all of us engaged and married by the end of the year.”

      Christ.

      He claps me on the back before squeezing my shoulder. “Don’t look so miserable. This is for the good of the family. Besides you’re getting old, better for you to find a woman before your looks fade.”

      “Fuck off,” I mutter as I run a hand over my face. His reminder that it isn’t about me, it’s about protecting the image of the Levin family, hits exactly the way he intended. Father warned us this could happen. While he hoped we would find our own brides, we might be forced to marry who the family needed in order to form ties or settle debts.

      “Something is going on with Grigori.”

      His tone of voice brings my eyes to his. “What?”

      “His kingdom is crumbling around him.” He shakes his head. “Feds are circling him. It’s not looking good. Him offering the granddaughter—it requires you to go to New York. He hinted he’s not impressed with either of his sons taking over when he’s gone.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. My place is here with you.”

      As a second son, I shouldn’t have been raised to be pakhan. I was because my father always believed I would run Philadelphia. We were raised aware we were Bratva and would always be. At eleven I witnessed my grandfather kill a man. At twelve, the same age as Milos, my father included me in business meetings.

      However, at eighteen I told my father I didn’t want to leave Milos. Neither Milos nor I understood our close link, and in particular Russian fashion we didn’t question it, we simply accepted it. My father did as well. After careful consideration he told us we would decide who would be pakhan of Philadelphia. That day we took a vote and decided on Vasily.

      “Exactly. For him to think you’d want New York means he’d give it up. Why would he give up New York? He’s guarded it closely all these years to the point neither of his sons could run it without him.” Milos sips on his whiskey.

      Grigori is fucking insane. “He can’t think he can take over Chicago. Has he lost his mind?”

      “Very likely. Looking at the mistakes he’s made, I believe his faculties are declining. He’s turning ninety-one this year.”

      “Shit.” I’m up pouring another drink. I thought the marriage thing was going to be the worst part of tonight. Now we’re looking at a threat from our uncle. “Grigori in his right mind is a craven, evil, vicious human being. Out of his mind poses a problem. Are you sure you don’t want me to go?”

      “I think it’s best Nikita go instead. Grigori won’t say no to the switch, because he’d have to explain himself. He’ll underestimate Nikita, which will allow Nikita to get inside and find out if I’m right or if I’m being paranoid.”

      Milos doesn’t have a paranoid bone in his body.
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