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    The Dirty Exchange

    The bar smelled like cigarette smoke that hadn't been legal in over a decade and desperation that never went out of style. Ivan Orlov turned his glass in slow circles, watching the ice melt into a scotch he'd already decided he couldn't afford a second round of. Fourteen dollars for four fingers of well liquor dressed up in a fancy tumbler. The casino called it "artisanal." Ivan called it robbery with better lighting.

He'd come to Atlantic City with eight hundred dollars and a plan that had sounded brilliant at two in the morning three days ago. The plan was gone now, fed one chip at a time to a blackjack table that hated him personally. What remained sat in his checking account like a joke: sixty-three dollars, a number so small it barely qualified as money anymore.

Above the bar, a wall-mounted television glowed with the local news feed, counting down to the drawing. Two hundred and fifty million dollars. The kind of number that stopped meaning anything past the first few zeros.

The old man beside him had a stack of lottery tickets fanned out like playing cards, and he was checking them one at a time against a scrap of paper covered in his own handwriting.

"You always write your numbers down twice?" Ivan asked, mostly because the silence between strangers at a bar always made him itchy.

The man looked up. He had kind eyes, the soft brown of someone who'd spent a long time being disappointed by the world and had decided to forgive it anyway. "Once from memory, once from the ticket. My eyes aren't what they were." He smiled, and it reached all the way up into the creases around his eyes. "Dimitri."

"Ivan." He lifted his glass in a small toast neither of them had asked for.

Dimitri gestured at the television with his chin. "Big one tonight."

"They're always big now. Used to mean something when it was ten million." Ivan took a sip he didn't need, just to have something to do with his hands.

"I don't play for myself," Dimitri said, and there was a weight underneath the words that made Ivan actually look at him instead of just nodding along. "I have a son. Haven't seen him in a long time. Longer than I'd like to say out loud."

"Yeah? He live far?"

"I don't know where he lives." Dimitri turned his ticket over in his fingers, gentle, like it might bruise. "I made a mistake, a long time ago. The kind you don't get to take back no matter how much money you throw at it later." He laughed, but it wasn't really a laugh. "So I throw money at it anyway. If I win, it goes to him. Whatever's left of me finding him. A man should leave something behind besides regret."

Something in Ivan's chest twisted, small and unfamiliar, the kind of feeling he usually drowned before it had a chance to develop. He thought about saying something decent. He thought about it for exactly as long as it took the television to chime its opening note.

"Here we go," Dimitri said, sitting up straighter, ticket held in both hands like a prayer card.

The first number rolled across the screen. Dimitri's finger moved down his list. A match. The second number. Another match. Ivan glanced at his own ticket out of habit, the way a man checks his phone he already knows has no messages. Nothing. He hadn't expected anything.

Dimitri's breathing had changed. Third number. Fourth. His hand started to shake, not from age now but from something electric working its way up his arm.

The final number appeared.

Dimitri went very still, then very loud. He shot up off his stool with a strength that didn't match his frame, both fists in the air, tears already cutting tracks down his face. "That's it! That's it, that's my number, all of them, every single one—" His voice cracked wide open with joy, drawing eyes from every corner of the bar.

Then his hands flew to his chest.

He didn't fall so much as fold, knees buckling, the stool clattering sideways as he went down onto the carpet with a sound that stopped every conversation within thirty feet. Someone screamed. Chairs scraped back. The crowd did what crowds do, which was retreat, phones out, forming a horrified ring around a dying man nobody wanted to touch.

Ivan knelt down beside him. To anyone watching, it looked like comfort. His hand found Dimitri's, closed around the ticket clenched inside those trembling fingers.

It took four seconds. He'd counted them without meaning to. His own losing ticket slid into the old man's palm, folded the same way, same crease, same size. Dimitri's winning numbers disappeared into Ivan's jacket pocket like they'd always belonged there.

Dimitri's eyes found his. There was no anger in them, only a terrible, pleading clarity.

"Help," he whispered.

Ivan stood up.

He told himself later it was the crowd that swallowed him, that he simply became part of the chaos, but the truth was simpler and uglier: he walked. Security came pushing through the ring of onlookers, radios crackling, someone shouting for a defibrillator. A guard's eyes swept past Ivan's face on the way to the man on the floor, and Ivan looked at the carpet, at his own shoes, at anything that wasn't a badge.

By the time the paramedics arrived, he was already through the casino doors.

The parking garage was cold and smelled like exhaust and wet concrete. Ivan's hands wouldn't stop shaking as he fumbled his keys twice before the car chirped open. He sat behind the wheel for a long moment, staring at nothing, the ticket burning a hole through his jacket like it had a pulse of its own.

An ambulance screamed past the garage entrance just as he pulled out, lights washing red and blue across his windshield. He didn't look back.

He had no way of knowing that a camera above the bar had caught his face clean and clear in the second before he stood, or that somewhere across an ocean, a man was about to learn his father had died alone, and that men like that never let a debt go unpaid.

    
  

  
    Living the Dream

    Four years had a way of sanding down the rough edges of a man's memory, and Ivan Orlov had let them do exactly that. He stood on the balcony of the master suite in a robe of Italian silk that had cost more than his first apartment, one hand wrapped around a tumbler of scotch that retailed for three thousand dollars a bottle, and looked out over five acres of Greenwich, Connecticut, that belonged entirely to him. The lawn rolled out in green terraces toward a stand of oaks he'd paid a landscaping firm a small fortune to preserve, and beyond that, half-hidden behind a hedge trimmed into perfect right angles, sat the garage. Six bays. Five cars in them that mattered and one that was just there to make the others look busy. A Lamborghini the color of a fresh bruise. Two Ferraris, because apparently one was gauche but two was taste. A Maserati he'd bought on a Tuesday because Sofia had said the weather looked nice for a drive.

He sipped the scotch and let it sit on his tongue before swallowing, the way the sommelier at the club had taught him, and thought, not for the first time, that this was what winning actually felt like. Not the ticket. Not the number. This. The quiet hum of money that worked for itself while he slept.

The two hundred and fifty million had been the seed. The real trick, the part he was almost proud of, was what he'd done with it since. He'd taken a chunk of it into Atlantic City real estate right before the boardwalk corridor caught fire with developers, flipped four distressed properties inside eighteen months for margins that made his accountant whistle through his teeth, then rolled the profits into a cryptocurrency position eleven months before a surge that turned every financial news anchor's face the color of money. By the time the dust settled, the number sitting in his consolidated portfolio statement had a comma in a place commas weren't supposed to go for men who'd once counted sixty-three dollars like it was a fortune. Nearly five hundred million dollars. He'd doubled a stolen jackpot and dressed it up so well in spreadsheets and shell entities that even he sometimes forgot where the first dollar had come from.

"There you are." Sofia's voice came from the doorway behind him, warm and a little sleepy, the way she sounded on Sunday mornings when the world hadn't yet demanded anything of either of them. She crossed the balcony in bare feet and slid an arm around his waist, resting her head against his shoulder to follow his gaze out over the property. "You've been out here for twenty minutes just staring at the cars like they're going to drive themselves somewhere."

"Admiring the fruits of my labor," Ivan said, and lifted the glass in a small toast to nobody. "A man builds an empire, he's allowed a victory lap."

"You built more than an empire." Sofia looked up at him, and there was nothing but pride in her eyes, uncomplicated and total, the kind of look that made his stomach twist a little every time he let himself notice it too closely. "Do you know how many men would have taken one lucky break and blown it in five years chasing the same high? You didn't do that. You worked. Real estate, the crypto position, all those late nights on calls with Zurich and Singapore. You built something real out of it, Ivan. I'm proud of you."

"Just following the fundamentals," he said, and the words came easy, the way they always did, smooth as the scotch going down. "Buy low, sell high, don't get greedy, don't get sentimental. Textbook stuff."

She laughed softly and pressed a kiss to his jaw before pulling back toward the doorway. "Textbook stuff that made you a billionaire in four years. I'm going to check on the kids. Marco's got them in the pool again, and I want to make sure nobody's drowning anybody over pool noodles."

She left, and Ivan let out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding, the kind of breath that came a half second too late to be casual. He looked down at the tablet resting on the balcony railing, the one that ran his secure portfolio dashboard, and thumbed it awake out of habit more than curiosity.

The notification sat at the top of the feed, flagged in the amber color his compliance software reserved for things that weren't quite alarms yet. A third-party inquiry. Someone running a records request through a private data broker, cross-referencing his LLC filings against a set of Atlantic City business addresses from four years back, addresses tied to holding companies he'd long since dissolved and buried under six more layers of paper.

His thumb hovered over the notification. He read it twice.

"Somebody's bored," he muttered, and laughed at his own joke, a short bark of sound that didn't quite land the way jokes were supposed to. He set the tablet face down on the railing, like that solved anything, and noticed his palm had left a damp print on the glass. He wiped it against the robe.

Through the open doors behind him he could hear the kids shrieking in the pool below, the high, delighted sound of children who'd never once had to worry about where their next meal was coming from. On the side table by the bed sat a framed photograph, the two of them mid-cannonball, water frozen in a silver crown around their small bodies, Sofia laughing somewhere just out of frame. He looked at it and felt something cold move through his chest, quick as a current, there and gone. He drowned it the way he drowned everything, with another slow pull of scotch that burned all the way down and left nothing behind but warmth.

The afternoon passed the way his afternoons always did now, in a haze of conference calls and portfolio reviews, a man moving pieces across a board only he could see. He signed off on a wire transfer to a fund in Luxembourg. He approved a renovation budget for a property in Miami he'd never once visited. He felt, as he always felt on these long golden afternoons, like the king of something enormous and untouchable, a man who had built a kingdom entirely out of nerve and good timing.

He had no idea that four thousand miles away, in an office with black marble floors and a view of a gray, indifferent sea, a man who had spent four years hunting a face from a grainy security still was finally holding a name that matched it.

    
  

  
    The Ghost of the Casino

    The office at the top of the Volkov tower had no windows that opened, only glass that looked out over the Moscow River like a wound that never quite closed. Kristof Volkov sat behind a desk of black lacquered wood, his hands folded in front of him, and stared at a photograph that had cost him four years and, by his lawyer's last accounting, upward of eleven million dollars.

The image was grainy, blown up past the point where a lesser man's eyes would have given up on it. A casino floor. A crowd frozen mid-motion around a fallen old man. And beside him, half turned toward the camera as if some instinct had warned him to look away and he hadn't listened fast enough, a face.

"Run it again," Kristof said.

The private investigator, a thin man named Orlin who wore his nervousness like a second suit, tapped at his laptop. A second image bloomed beside the first on the wall screen, sharper, the pixels forced into order by software that had cost more than most men's houses. A different photograph entirely. A magazine cover. A man in a tailored suit standing in front of a mansion, sandy hair combed into something that pretended at dignity, a mole on his right temple like a period at the end of a sentence.

"The bone structure matches within a ninety-four percent confidence interval," Orlin said. "Cheekbones, jaw, the set of the eyes. Facial recognition flagged him eight weeks ago, but I
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