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THE GIRL FROM CHELYABINSK
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Oxsana Nikitina, escort if you’re polite, high-class hooker if you’re not, stands on the corner of Miller and Third in downtown Metropolisville, smoking. Red-hot Christian Dior party dress, black Izabella Rue heels—she’s wearing a few grand, easy. It’s past ten.

“How you doing, girl?” Beyonce says, walking up. Black, loud, nothing like the singer but the name.

“Fine... and you?” Oxsana answers. Russian, from Chelyabinsk. Came over five years ago as an au pair, nine months, never went back.

This stretch of Metropolisville’s for call girls who charge more than a car payment.

“I just had this client,” Beyonce says. “Fucking weirdo. Wanted me to shave his balls and spit in his mouth. Said he’s got a thing for black chicks... Still, $500 tip.”

“Let’s hope I get the same,” Oxsana says, exhaling. The money’s there, sure, but too many freaks have slapped her around. Enough’s enough. She spots a car swing hard around the corner. “Shit.”

Red Porsche Boxster. It stops in front of her.

A tall, dark-haired man climbs out, athletic, tattoos snaking his arms.

“How you doing, sweety?”

Johan Kruger. South African ex-boyfriend, now her pimp in all but name. When she dumped him, he promised to get her deported. No Green Card, no leverage. He claims he’s got friends in the Metropolisville PD and Immigration who’d make it happen.

By day, Kruger’s a “businessman,” importing diamonds for a South African consortium called Smuts Diamond. Before that, Recces—Special Forces. Left home a decade back.

“What are you doing here, Kruger?” she says, flicking her cigarette to the gutter.

“Howzit. I gotta talk to you.”

“I’ll see you later, girl,” Beyonce says, moving off.

“Can’t you see I’m working?”

“Ya, I know. But I got a favour for you—something I’ll appreciate.”

“Ask one of your other stupid bitches,” she says, shrugging off his arm.

“C’mon, don’t start with the fucking attitude... You wanna earn, don’t you?”

“Yeah, dickface, of course I do.”

“I got these two Russians in from Brooklyn after a deal. One guy, Maxim, wants a good time. Said he wanted a nice girl from back home. I showed him your picture. He’ll pay ten big ones for a night with you.”

“Ten thousand?” She can’t hide the flicker in her eyes.

“Ya. I’ll cut you seventy percent.”

“And this Maxim guy—he ‘connected’? I’m not fucking with those guys. Dangerous men, Kruger.”

“Nah, legit. Business associates of that Russian who owns the Brooklyn Nets. So? You gonna do it?”

“I’ve done you too many favours. When do you let me go? This is twenty-first-century serfdom. Jesus, we killed that in 1861. I want out.”

“And soon you will be free... Are you in? Good money for that nest egg of yours.”

“Let’s go,” she says, and slides into the Porsche.
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WALKING WITH ELEPHANTS
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What Kruger told Oxsana about the Russian isn’t the whole truth. Maxim Puzakov, forty-three, works out of Little Odessa, Brighton Beach. Officially, he’s tied to Brooklyn Nets owner Mikhail Prokhorov, one of Russia’s richest men. Unofficially, he’s Russian Mafia. Dangerous.

“Listen,” Kruger says, pushing the Porsche past the speed limit toward the address Puzakov gave him, “don’t play up. I hear this guy’s a little fucked, but the money’s there, so no complaining, you hear?”

“So what—he’s into anal?”

“I dunno, honey. Just don’t fuck this up.”

Kruger swings hard into a driveway. A palatial home appears.

“That his?”

“No. Borrowed it.”

The front door opens. “Johnny!” Puzakov grins.

“Howzit,” Kruger says, flashing a nervous smile.

Puzakov glances at Oxsana, mutters something in Russian, then waves them in.

The house belongs to one of his associates, Chris Collins, a Metropolisville native turned Wall Street trader. Inside, the living room’s packed—two dozen people drinking cocktails, dancing to Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s Two Tribes.

A dark-haired man in a green silk shirt and gym pants rises from a couch beside a sexy brunette.

“Oh, here he is,” Puzakov says, “my other fucking half.”

Anatoly Nigmatulin. Second-in-command in Little Odessa. Hardcore drunk, junkie.

A few drinks in, Oxsana disappears upstairs with Puzakov. Kruger ends up in the kitchen with Nigmatulin.

“What’s your thing, man?” the Russian asks, leaning on the breakfast bar.

“What you talking about, bru?”

“Drugs. What do you like?”

“Bit of coke, weed. Nothing hardcore.”

“Ever tried meth?”

“Fuck that. Turns your teeth to powder.”

“Best thing ever. You wanna try, I got some.”

“Nah.”

“Anyway, this Russian chick—where’d you get her?”

“She used to be my girlfriend.”

“Your girlfriend?”

“Ya.”

“What happened?”

“Business got in the way.”

Nigmatulin grins. “Nice, aren’t they? Russian girls. Better than all these American McAss bitches. You like your women?”

“Ya.”

“But don’t you think they’re a little fat?”

“I wouldn’t know, bru. I’m South African.”

“You’re from South Africa?” Nigmatulin grabs a vodka bottle.

“Ya.”

“What do the tattoos mean?”

Kruger’s arms and neck are covered—tigers, an eight-ball, others from his military days.

“Nothing really,” he says, brushing it off.

“You were a soldier, weren’t you?”

“Me? Why you think that?”

“I can tell. So what—Special Forces?”

“Not me, no.”

“What did you do back in Africa?”

“Bit of this, bit of that. So—another toast?”

“Okay. What do you fancy?”

“Anything wet and at least forty percent.”

Nigmatulin disappears, comes back with a bottle of fine Scotch and two glasses.

A woman storms in—the one from the couch. “Anatoly, you joining the party or ignoring me all night?”

“Give us half an hour, baby. Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Bastard,” she says, walking off.

“Silly American bitch,” he mutters. “Thinks I’m in love with her. So... what’s your name again?”

“Johan. Call me Johnny.”

“So, Johnny—what kind of businessman are you?”

“Diamonds. Gold. Precious metals.”

“Interesting. How long you been in that?”

“A few years.” Kruger doesn’t like talking business with strangers.

“Something wrong?” Nigmatulin asks, catching the discomfort.

“No. Just—your friend, I hope he treats ladies right. Oxsana’s special to me.”

“Yeah, sure. What kind of guy lets his girl fuck another dude?”

The air shifts. Kruger sets down his glass and leaves for the party.

A cute Asian girl with a Southern accent sidles up. “And who are you, handsome?”

“Name’s Kruger.”

“Wanna dance?” Ten Walls’ Walking with Elephants thumps from the speakers.

“Why not.”

Nigmatulin reappears, drops beside the kitchen woman.

“Great party, ain’t it?” the Asian asks.

“Ya. What’s your name?”

“Natalie.”

“Where you from?”

“Nashville.”

“What you doing in Metropolisville?”

“I’m with her.” She points to a blonde in a neon orange tank, grinding with a guy three times her age.

Later, Kruger’s outside by the pool, Natalie straddling him, tongue down his throat, when Nigmatulin appears.

“Your bitch is finished, Johnny. She’s waiting inside.”

“Sorry, baby,” Kruger says, sliding her off.

Inside, Oxsana’s on the couch. The party’s winding down.

“Your girl’s a good one,” Puzakov says, Nigmatulin beside him.

“C’mon, Oxsana,” Kruger says. At the door: “So, where’s my money?”

“Give him his money, Anatoly,” Puzakov orders.

Nigmatulin hands over a thick wad.

“It’s all there?”

“Ten grand
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