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  To everyone who thinks they wouldn’t fall for a mafia boss… please enjoy this gentle reminder that fictional men don’t count. In real life, we would flee so fast we would break speed records because absolutely not!!

Reality has bills, stress, suspicious neighbors, and Wi-Fi that gives up at the worst possible moment. Honestly, I am questioning all my life choices just thinking about it.

Fiction, however, gives us men who cross oceans, defy empires, had billions from who knows where, and arrive exactly when they are needed, usually looking unfairly good while doing it.

Welcome to the story.

XOXO,

Abigail O. Nwaocha








  
  Chapter 1

The Ghost in the Pews


The quiet shuffle of movement filled St. Odessa Community Church as latecomers slipped into the back pews. Dante Volkov stood at the rear wall, arms crossed over his broad chest, scanning the congregation with practiced efficiency. His presence was unobtrusive yet unmistakable, like a shadow you couldn't quite define but instinctively knew was there. 
Pastor Miller's voice carried through the sanctuary, warm and steady as he spoke about redemption. "The beauty of grace," he was saying, "is that it finds us exactly where we are."
Dante shifted his weight, keeping his back to the wall. Three exits to monitor, one hundred and twelve people to protect. His eyes tracked movement: a mother taking a fussing toddler to the cry room, an elderly man adjusting his hearing aid, a teenager slipping his phone back into his pocket after Dante's pointed look. None posed a threat, but vigilance was second nature.
Kevin, the head usher, approached with a stack of bulletins. "Need any help with anything?" he whispered.
Dante gave a slight head shake. "All clear."
Kevin nodded and moved away, not questioning. Though Dante had been security director for nearly eighteen months, the respectful distance people maintained still surprised him. They had no idea what hands they were putting their safety in.
"God doesn't see your past when He looks at you," Pastor Miller continued, his voice dropping to emphasize his point. "He sees His child, washed clean."
The words slid over Dante like water, familiar but never quite soaking in. He'd heard variations of this message dozens of times since his release. Sometimes he believed it. Other times, like now, the weight of memory pressed too heavily against his conscience.
His gaze drifted to the stained glass behind the pulpit, where light filtered through the image of the prodigal son being embraced by his father. Dante's focus returned to the congregation as quickly as it had wandered. Distraction wasn't an option, not even for seconds.
Mrs. Chen caught his eye from her regular seat in the third row and offered a small smile. He nodded in acknowledgment. She'd brought him homemade dumplings last month when he'd helped her grandson change a flat tire. The simple kindness had left him uncomfortable, uncertain how to respond to generosity he hadn't earned.
"Morning, Dante," whispered Deacon Rivera as he passed, carrying communion trays toward the front.
"Morning," Dante replied, his voice low.
This was how it went every Sunday, these small, normal interactions that still felt like borrowed clothes, too loose in some places, too tight in others. People who greeted him with genuine warmth had no idea his hands had once broken bones, that his name had been spoken in whispers on the docks.
Pastor Miller closed his Bible. "Let us pray."
Heads bowed throughout the sanctuary, but Dante's eyes remained open, watchful. Prayer was private, something for the quiet hours in his apartment when no one depended on him to be their guardian.
Movement at the sanctuary entrance caught his attention. A man he didn't recognize slipped through the doors, wearing a heavy coat despite the mild spring weather. His eyes darted around the room, not settling on the prayer, not removing his coat, not selecting a seat.
Dante straightened, unfolding his arms. Something in the man's posture triggered old instincts; the slight hunch, the hand that wouldn't leave his pocket, the way he kept glancing toward the exit.
Without drawing attention, Dante moved along the back wall, closing the distance between them with unhurried steps. The stranger's gaze fixed on Pastor Miller, then swept across the congregation. His hand twitched in his pocket.
Dante reached him just as Pastor Miller finished the prayer. "Amen," echoed through the sanctuary as Dante placed a firm hand on the man's shoulder.
"Let's step outside," Dante said, his voice low. The gentle suggestion belied the steel in his grip.
The man stiffened. "I'm just here for the service."
"Of course," Dante replied, his voice pleasant but unyielding. "I'd still like a word."
Something in Dante's expression must have communicated what would happen if he refused. The man nodded tightly, and Dante guided him toward the doors, one hand remaining on his shoulder.
In the foyer, away from the congregation now singing their first hymn, Dante positioned himself between the stranger and the sanctuary doors. "You seem lost," he said, his tone conversational though his posture wasn't.
"I told you, I came for church." The man's accent was faint but distinctly Eastern European. "Since when is that a crime?"
Dante's eyes flicked to the bulge in the man's pocket. "Remove your hand. Slowly."
A flicker of calculation crossed the man's face before he reluctantly withdrew his hand, revealing nothing but a clenched fist.
"Open it," Dante said.
The man's fingers unfurled to reveal a small flip phone. "See? Nothing." His voice carried a note of defiance, but Dante caught the nervous tap of his foot.
"Who sent you?"
"Nobody sent me. I heard good things about this church, that's all."
Dante took a step closer, not touching the man but invading his space with deliberate intent. "You're new to St. Odessa," he observed. "Let me offer some advice. There are plenty of churches in this city. Find another one."
The man's eyes narrowed. "Are you threatening me? In a church?"
"I'm giving you directions," Dante clarified, his voice dropping. "This isn't where you want to be."
Something in his tone must have reached the man, because his posture changed, shoulders relaxing in surrender rather than readiness. "Fine. Your loss."
Dante opened the door to the street, holding it with one hand. "If you're genuinely interested in worship, I can recommend several excellent congregations."
The man scoffed but stepped through the door. On the sidewalk, he paused, looking back at Dante. "You don't look like church security."
Dante met his gaze without expression. "That's the point."
He watched until the man turned the corner, disappearing from view. Only then did Dante return inside, making a mental note to check surveillance footage later. The encounter felt off; not quite a threat, but not innocent either. Something to monitor.
The congregation had moved on to announcements. Pastor Miller's voice was warm as he welcomed visitors. Dante resumed his position at the back wall, scanning faces, noting a family he hadn't seen before, cataloging details automatically.
Kevin approached again, offering a bulletin. "Everything okay?"
"Just a confused visitor," Dante replied. "Nothing concerning."
The usher nodded, clearly relieved. "You're good at what you do. I don't know what we did before you came."
The comment landed awkwardly, and Dante merely nodded. What could he say? That security came naturally when you'd spent years learning the precise moment a man's resolve broke? That reading a room was survival when you lived among predators?
"Thanks," he said finally, accepting the bulletin he didn't need.
The service continued, wrapping around him like a familiar routine. Stand for worship. Sit for Scripture. Rise for the benediction. Through it all, Dante remained the sentinel, present but separate, part of the congregation yet held apart by his own vigilance and the weight of secrets.
As Pastor Miller delivered the final blessing, Dante allowed himself to close his eyes briefly. Just for a moment, he let the words wash over him, searching for something he couldn't name.
"Go in peace to love and serve the Lord," Pastor Miller concluded.
"Thanks be to God," the congregation responded in unison.
Peace. The word echoed hollow against the walls Dante had built inside himself. He watched as people filed out, shaking the pastor's hand, chatting in the aisles, normal lives untouched by the shadows he'd walked through. Sometimes he wondered if peace was something only the innocent could truly claim.
The sanctuary emptied gradually, leaving behind the scent of perfume and the rustle of abandoned bulletins. Dante made his usual circuit, checking windows, securing side doors, noting a toy left beneath a pew to return to lost and found.
Finally, when most had gone to the fellowship hall for coffee, he slipped into the men's restroom, seeking a moment's solitude before joining the social hour. The quiet felt like a physical relief after the hyper-vigilance of the service.
Dante turned on the tap, letting cold water run over his hands. He looked down at his knuckles, tracing the faint white lines that crossed them like a roadmap of violence. One from the fight that had earned him his reputation in the syndicate. Another from the warehouse interrogation that still haunted his dreams.
Water swirled down the drain, but the memories remained, etched in scar tissue that would never fully fade. He'd scrubbed these hands a thousand times since his conversion, but in moments like this, alone with his reflection, he still saw blood in the creases.
The bathroom door burst open, breaking his reverie. A small boy of about seven rocketed in, nearly colliding with Dante's legs.
Instinct took over before thought. Dante's muscles coiled tight, his right hand curling into a half-fist, body pivoting to counter the unexpected intrusion. The reaction was instant, a flashback to years when surprise meant danger.
The boy looked up, brown eyes widening as he registered the massive figure looming over him. Dante caught his own reflection in the mirror; jaw tight, shoulders squared, hand raised. The image of a man prepared for violence.
With conscious effort, Dante unclenched his fist, forcing his shoulders to relax. "Sorry," he managed, his voice rougher than intended. "You startled me."
The boy took a step back. "Sorry, mister."
Dante tried to arrange his features into something approximating a smile, but it felt stiff, unpracticed. "It's okay. Just be careful running indoors."
The child nodded solemnly, still staring. Dante recognized him as the Sullivan boy, always racing his sister through the fellowship hall after service.
"You're the guy who catches bad people," the boy blurted.
Dante reached for a paper towel, drying his hands with methodical care. "I'm church security," he corrected. "I help keep everyone safe."
"My dad says you're scary good at your job." The boy seemed to have recovered from his initial wariness, curiosity replacing fear. "Were you a policeman before?"
"No," Dante said, discarding the paper towel. "Nothing like that."
The bathroom door opened again, and the boy's father appeared, looking relieved. "There you are, Jake. I told you to wait." He glanced at Dante, something like an apology crossing his features. "He's not bothering you, is he?"
"Not at all," Dante replied, moving toward the door. "We were just talking."
Mr. Sullivan nodded, though Dante caught the slight hesitation, the instinctive step closer to his son. It was subtle, but Dante had spent years reading body language. The man wasn't afraid exactly, but wary. Something about Dante still set off warnings that good church folks couldn't quite name.
"Have a good afternoon," Dante said, slipping past them into the hallway.
As the door closed behind him, he heard the boy's voice, innocent and clear: "Dad, why does the security man look sad?"
Dante didn't wait to hear the answer, moving instead toward the fellowship hall where voices spilled out in cheerful conversation. His hand flexed unconsciously, phantom tension lingering in his fingers from that moment of instinctive defense.
The reaction bothered him more than he wanted to admit. Eighteen months free, eighteen months of prayer and Bible study and quiet rebuilding, and still his body remembered violence as its first language. The Wolf might be gone, but its shadow lingered, ready to emerge at the slightest provocation.
Pastor Miller intercepted him in the corridor, coffee cup in hand. "Dante, there you are. I wanted to thank you for handling that situation earlier. Kevin mentioned there was someone suspicious."
Dante nodded. "Just being cautious. Probably nothing."
The pastor studied him with eyes that saw more than most. "Everything alright? You seem troubled."
For a moment, Dante considered brushing it off with his usual deflection. Instead, something in the pastor's genuine concern loosened his guard. "I'm fine. Just... old habits."
Understanding flickered across the older man's face. "Those can be the hardest to break. But they break with time."
"Some days I wonder," Dante admitted quietly.
Pastor Miller placed a hand on his shoulder, the touch light but steady. "The fact that you worry about it is a proof of how far you've come. The old Dante wouldn't have cared."
The words found a place to land, settling into the cracks of Dante's doubts. Not filling them completely, but offering counterweight to the heaviness.
"Thank you," he said simply.
The pastor nodded, giving Dante's shoulder a pat before removing his hand. "Will you join us for coffee? Mrs. Chen brought those almond cookies you pretend not to like."
A small smile, genuine this time, tugged at Dante's mouth. "Maybe for a few minutes."
As they walked toward the fellowship hall, Dante took a deep breath, letting the air fill his lungs completely before releasing it. His hand had unclenched fully now, the moment of tension dissipated.
One day at a time, he reminded himself. One Sunday, one prayer, one breath. The man he had been was never far away, but neither was the man he was becoming. Both lived in the scars on his knuckles, in the vigilance that never quite left his eyes, in the careful way he navigated a world that still felt, some days, like borrowed time.
Pastor Miller pushed open the doors to the fellowship hall, where light streamed through windows and conversations hummed with the ordinary grace of community. Dante followed him in, stepping from shadow into the noise and warmth of belonging, still uncertain of his place in it, but present nonetheless, choosing again what he had chosen every day since his release.
To live in the light, even when darkness felt more familiar.






  
  Chapter 2

The Past Walks In


Elena Petrova arrived at St. Odessa Community Church forty minutes late, which meant the parking lot was full and Leo was complaining before they'd even crossed the threshold. 
"I told you we should've left earlier," he muttered, adjusting the baseball cap that had been their father's. "Now we're stuck in the back."
"Then we're stuck in the back." Elena's voice carried the edge it always did when the anniversary approached. Eleven years this week since her parents' death, and the weight of it pressed against her ribs like something physical.
Leo shot her a look but said nothing more. He knew better than to push when she got like this.
They slipped through the sanctuary doors as Pastor Miller was midway through his sermon, his voice warm and familiar. Elena spotted two seats in the second-to-last row and gestured for Leo to follow. A few heads turned, offering polite smiles, but most remained focused on the pulpit.
Elena settled into the pew, pulling her tarnished silver cross from beneath her blouse out of habit. The metal was cool against her palm, worn smooth from years of anxious fidgeting. She tried to focus on Pastor Miller's words, something about grace finding us where we are, but the timing felt cruel. Where she was, this week especially, didn't feel like anywhere grace could reach.
Her gaze drifted across the congregation, cataloging familiar faces. Mrs. Chen in her usual spot, the Ramirez family with their four children, old Mr. Kowalski, who always fell asleep during announcements. Normal. Safe. The church had become her refuge after years in witness protection, the one place where she could breathe without looking over her shoulder.
Then her eyes found the back wall.
Her breath caught.
Dante Volkov stood there, arms crossed, surveying the room with the same cold precision she remembered from another life. Taller than she'd recalled, broader, his presence was a dark weight against the worn brick. The scar through his eyebrow was new, or maybe she'd just been too terrified to notice details in the courtroom.
But his eyes. Those ice-blue eyes were exactly the same.
The courtroom. Wood polish and fear. The prosecutor's voice: "Can you identify the man who killed your parents?" Her finger shaking as she pointed. "Him. It was him." Those eyes finding hers across the room, empty of remorse, empty of everything but a terrible, hollow recognition.
Elena's fingers tightened around the cross until the edges bit into her skin. Her pulse hammered in her throat, loud enough she was certain Leo could hear it.
She knew Dante worked here. Had known for over a year, had seen him every Sunday standing in that exact spot, watching, always watching. Most weeks she could manage it, could keep her eyes forward and her breathing steady and pretend the Wolf wasn't ten feet away. But this week, with the anniversary clawing at her composure, his presence felt like a hand around her throat.
"You okay?" Leo whispered, leaning close.
Elena forced herself to nod, to drag her gaze back to Pastor Miller. But the words washed over her, meaningless. All she could feel was Dante's eyes on the congregation, methodical and thorough. Did he recognize her? He must. Surely a man doesn't forget the face that put him in prison.
Her mother's voice, bright with laughter: "Elena, help me set the table." The sound of the door splintering. Shouting in Russian. Her father's command, urgent and afraid: "Take Anna and hide. Now." The closet, dark and suffocating. Gunshots. Her sister's hand in hers, small and trembling. Then, there was nothing but silence and the smell of gunpowder.
Elena's breath came shallow and quick. She bit her lip hard enough to taste copper, using the sharp pain to anchor herself in the present. Not there. Not then. Here. Now. Safe.
Except she wasn't safe. Not with him in the same room.
The sermon ended. People stood for the Benediction, and Elena rose mechanically, Leo's elbow bumping her side. She didn't sing. Couldn't. Her voice had locked somewhere behind the panic pressing against her chest.
The trial. The defense attorney: "Isn't it true you were hiding, Miss Petrova? How can you be certain of what you saw?" Her voice, steadier than she felt: "I saw his face when he came into the kitchen. I saw the gun. I saw my parents on the floor." Dante's expression, carved from stone. No denial. No defense. Just those eyes, watching her with something that might have been curiosity.
"Elena." Leo's voice, closer now, was full of concern. "Seriously, what's wrong?"
She shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. Around them, people began filing out, the gentle chaos of a service concluding. Elena grabbed her purse; her movements jerky.
"We need to go," she managed.
"What? We just got here."
"Now, Leo."
Something in her tone cut through his protest. He frowned but followed as she pushed into the aisle, threading through the crowd toward the exit. Don't look back. Don't look at him. Just get to the door.
But she felt Dante's presence like a physical thing, a shadow at her back.
Elena burst through the sanctuary doors into the foyer, her lungs pulling in air that didn't seem to contain enough oxygen. Keep moving. Outside. The parking lot. Her Honda Civic with its dented bumper and passenger door that stuck.
"Elena, wait." Leo caught her arm as they reached the car. "What the hell is going on?"
She fumbled for her keys, hands shaking so badly she nearly dropped them. "Nothing. I just.. I need to leave."
"You look like you've seen a ghost."
Close enough. Elena yanked open the driver's door, climbing in before Leo could press further. He stood on the sidewalk, bewildered, before circling to the passenger side. The door stuck, as always, and he had to yank it twice before it gave.
"Seriously," he said, buckling his seatbelt. "You're freaking me out."
Elena started the engine, pulling out faster than necessary. Only when they'd cleared two blocks did her breathing slow.
Leo studied her profile, then jabbed her ribs with his elbow, the gesture fond despite his concern. "You're pale as a sheet. Did someone say something to you?"
"No." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Just the anniversary. It's getting to me."
Understanding softened his features. "Oh. Yeah, I guess it would." He settled back in his seat, drumming his fingers against the window. "You should've said something. We could've skipped church today."
Elena's grip tightened on the steering wheel. "I didn't want to skip."
"Well, clearly." He grinned, trying to lighten the mood. "Though I wouldn't have minded sleeping in."
She managed a weak smile for his benefit, but her thoughts remained locked on those ice-blue eyes. On the way Dante had stood there, solid and certain, as if he had every right to occupy that space. As if he hadn't destroyed everything she loved.
They drove the rest of the way in silence, Leo's fingers still tapping an unconscious rhythm against the glass. When they reached their apartment building, a squat three-story structure in a neighborhood that tried hard to be respectable, Elena cut the engine and sat for a moment, staring at nothing.
"You want me to make lunch?" Leo offered.
"I'm not hungry."
"Elena."
"I'm fine." She climbed out before he could argue, heading inside with her brother trailing behind.
Their apartment was small but clean, decorated with secondhand furniture and the few possessions they'd kept after witness protection ended. Elena dropped her purse on the kitchen counter, her cross swinging free again as she moved.
Leo hovered in the doorway. "I'm making sandwiches whether you want one or not."
She nodded absently, already heading toward her bedroom. The door closed with a soft click, and Elena sagged against it, her composure finally cracking.
Her laptop sat on the small desk beneath the window. She stared at it for a long moment before crossing the room and flipping it open. The screen glowed to life; the cursor blinking expectantly.
This was foolish. Masochistic, even. But her fingers were already typing, pulling up old bookmarks she'd told herself not to revisit.
Dante Volkov.
The search results loaded, familiar territory she'd traveled too many times before. Court records. News articles from eleven years ago. Photos of a younger Dante being led into the courthouse, his expression blank.
"Volkov Enforcer Sentenced: Claims Conversion Behind Bars."
Elena clicked the link, though she'd read the article so many times she could recite sections from memory. The journalist's skeptical tone came through clearly, questioning whether a man known as The Wolf could truly find religion in a cell.
But there, three paragraphs down: "Prison Chaplain Richard Torres vouched for Volkov's transformation, stating he'd never seen a more earnest convert. 'Whatever Dante was before, he's not that man anymore,' Torres told reporters. 'His faith is genuine, his remorse complete.'"
"Remorse," Elena said aloud, the word bitter on her tongue. "Right."
She scrolled further, finding more articles. One mentioned his early release, nine years shaved off for good behavior. Another detailed his work with the church, how Pastor Miller had personally vouched for him when the parole board had concerns.
"The man deserves a chance at redemption, as do we all." The quote read.
Elena's jaw tightened. Easy for Pastor Miller to be generous. He hadn't watched his parents bleed out on a kitchen floor. Hadn't spent years in witness protection, cut off from everything familiar, haunted by the memory of a sister who died alone.
She clicked on another article, this one with a photo of Dante leaving prison. The camera had caught him mid-stride, his face angled away, but his eyes were visible. Those same ice-blue eyes, though something in them looked different. Haunted, maybe. Or just better at hiding what he was.
People like him don't change, Elena thought, closing the laptop with more force than necessary.
But the chaplain's words lingered, needling at her certainty. His faith is genuine; his remorse complete.
No, she wouldn't let herself doubt. Couldn't. Dante Volkov was a killer, polished and packaged in a security director's clothes, but still a killer underneath. Whatever performance he was giving at St. Odessa Community Church, it was just that: a performance.
The cross felt heavy against her collarbone. She pulled it free, studying the worn silver. Her mother had given it to her on her tenth birthday, three years before everything shattered.
"This will keep you safe," her mother had said, fastening the clasp. "When you're afraid, hold it and remember: God is bigger than our fears."
Elena's fingers curled around the pendant, but it offered no comfort. Just cold metal and memories that cut deeper than they should after eleven years.
A knock at her door. "Sandwich is ready," Leo called. "And I made tea, since you're being all dramatic."
Despite everything, a small smile tugged at Elena's mouth. "I'm not being dramatic."
"Sure you're not." His footsteps retreated toward the kitchen.
Elena stood, tucking the cross back beneath her blouse where it belonged. In the mirror above her dresser, her reflection looked pale, hazel-green eyes too bright, copper-red hair messier than it should be.
She looked like someone barely holding it together.
The anniversary always did this, unraveling her careful composure until she felt sixteen again, hiding in a closet while her world ended. Usually she could manage it, could push through the grief without completely falling apart.
But seeing Dante today, being in the same room, breathing the same air...
Elena pressed her palms against the dresser, forcing herself to take slow, measured breaths. In for four counts. Hold for four. Out for four. The technique her therapist had taught her years ago, when panic attacks were a daily occurrence instead of an occasional nightmare.
Another knock. "Elena, I'm eating your sandwich if you don't come out."
"I'm coming." She straightened, smoothing her blouse, arranging her features into something approximating normal.
The kitchen smelled like turkey and mustard, Leo's usual creation. He'd set the table with actual plates instead of paper towels, which meant he was more worried than he'd let on.
"Fancy," Elena said, settling into her chair.
"Only the best for my dramatic sister." But his tone was gentle, his brown eyes soft with concern. "You really okay?"
Elena picked up half her sandwich, studying it. "I will be. Just need to get through this week."
"Yeah." Leo took a bite, chewing thoughtfully. "I was thinking maybe we could visit, you know, the cemetery. On the actual day. We haven't done that in a couple years."
The cemetery. Where her parents' names were etched in granite alongside Anna's, though Anna's grave held only a doll Elena had insisted on burying, needing something to mourn over. They'd never found her sister's body.
"Maybe," Elena said, because it was easier than explaining that she'd been avoiding their graves precisely because she didn't trust herself not to shatter completely.
They ate in companionable silence, Leo's presence a familiar comfort. He didn't know the full story, was almost nine when it happened, and was at a sleepover at a classmate's house. He didn't know about the closet, about Anna's hand in hers, about the moment Elena had let go to check if it was safe and found her sister gone when she returned.
He didn't know that his big sister had failed to protect the one person who'd mattered most.
Elena forced down another bite; the sandwich tasteless but necessary. Normal. She had to maintain normalcy, had to prove to Leo and herself that she could survive another anniversary.
Even with Dante Volkov's ice-blue eyes haunting her thoughts, watching her from the back wall of a church that was supposed to be safe.
People like him don't change, she repeated to herself, the words a mantra against doubt.
But the chaplain's voice whispered back: His faith is genuine, his remorse complete.
Elena pushed the thought away, focusing instead on her brother's chatter about his classes, his job at the auto shop, mundane details that had nothing to do with murder or memory or men who claimed redemption they couldn't possibly deserve.
Outside, the afternoon sun slanted through their kitchen window, warm and ordinary. Inside, Elena held herself together with practice and prayer and the desperate hope that this week would pass without breaking her completely.
She didn't let herself think about next Sunday, when she'd have to walk back into that church and face The Wolf again.
One day at a time. One hour. One breath.
It would have to be enough.






  
  Chapter 3

Brother’s Gamble


Leo waited until Elena's breathing evened out in her bedroom before slipping on his jacket. The clock on the microwave read 11:27 PM, late enough that the streets would be mostly empty but not so late that Elena would wake and check on him. 
He'd been careful, setting up his pillows to look like a sleeping form under his covers, keeping his phone on silent. The tricks of a younger sibling who'd learned early how to move through a house without detection.
The text had come three hours ago: 
Harbor District. Pier 9. Midnight. Don't be late.


Leo had deleted it immediately, paranoia making his fingers clumsy. Viktor didn't like loose ends, didn't appreciate phone records or digital trails. Everything was verbal, face-to-face, the old way.
Which should have been Leo's first warning.
But five hundred euros for a few deliveries, no questions asked, would cover two months of groceries and maybe, finally, let him contribute something real to their household instead of being the kid his sister had to support.
The apartment door clicked shut behind him with a soft sound that made him freeze, listening. No movement from Elena's room. Good.
His car, a decade-old beater that ran on hope and duct tape, sat in the lot behind their building, away from Elena's. Leo had parked it strategically, angled so the engine noise wouldn't carry to their windows. Small considerations that felt necessary when lying to the only family he had left.
The drive to the Harbor District took twenty minutes, streetlights casting orange pools across cracked pavement. This part of St. Odessa transformed after dark, legitimate businesses shuttering to make room for the city's nocturnal economy. Leo had been here before, knew the territory well enough to recognize the boundaries between Russian syndicate control, Italian Mafia territory, and the smaller gangs that operated in the gaps.
Pier 9 sat at the eastern edge, a skeletal structure of rusted metal and rotting wood that jutted into dark water. Viktor's usual meeting spot, chosen for its abandonment and lack of security cameras.
Leo parked a block away, pocketing his keys and stuffing his hands into his jacket. The night air carried the smell of brine and diesel, and somewhere distant, a dog barked in sharp, aggressive bursts.
"You're early."
Leo spun, heart hammering. Viktor materialized from the shadows between two shipping containers, his thin frame draped in a leather jacket that had seen better decades. Mid-thirties, with a narrow face and eyes that never quite focused on anything directly.
"Wanted to make sure I had time," Leo said, hating how his voice cracked slightly.
"Smart." Viktor approached with an easy stride that belied the knife Leo knew he carried in his boot. "You got what I need?"
"What?" Leo blinked. "I thought you had something for me."
"Changed." Viktor pulled out a cigarette, lighting it with practiced ease. "The boss wants to know you're serious first. So tonight, you prove it."
Boss. The word settled like lead in Leo's stomach. Viktor had always claimed to work independently, small jobs for quick cash, nothing complicated. The mention of a boss suggested structure, organization, and the kind of operation that didn't let people walk away once they started.
"Prove it how?"
Viktor exhaled smoke; the smell was acrid and sharp. "Easy work. There's a package at the address I'm about to give you. You pick it up, bring it back here, and hand it to me. Thirty minutes, maybe forty if you hit traffic."
"What's in the package?"
"Does it matter?" Viktor's smile didn't reach his eyes. "Five hundred euros, Leo. You said you needed it."
Five hundred euros. Two months of groceries, maybe three if Elena stretched it. Enough to take some pressure off, to finally contribute instead of drain.
"What if I say no?"
"Then you walk away." Viktor flicked ash onto the pier's warped boards. "But the offer doesn't come back. You're out, permanently."
Leo thought of Elena's face that afternoon, pale and haunted, worn down by work and grief and the constant weight of keeping them afloat. He thought of his paychecks from the auto shop, barely enough to cover his own expenses, let alone help with rent.
Thought of his father, who'd provided for his family until the night everything ended.
"Give me the address."
Viktor's smile widened. "Smart boy." He pulled out a scrap of paper, scrawled coordinates in cramped handwriting. "The package will be behind the dumpster, green duffel bag. Don't open it, don't look inside, just bring it here."
Leo took the paper, the edges rough against his fingers. The address was in the neutral zone, near the old warehouses that bordered the Basilica district. Not far, but not close either.
"One more thing." Viktor stepped closer, voice dropping. "You tell anyone about this, anyone, and it's not just you who pays. Understand?"
The threat hung in the salt-heavy air, clear as the water lapping against pier supports below them.
"I understand," Leo said.
"Good. Clock's ticking."
Leo turned toward his car, Viktor's cigarette smoke trailing behind him like a warning he couldn't afford to heed.

      [image: ]The warehouse district smelled different at night, all the legitimate commerce packed away to reveal the rot underneath. Leo found the address easily enough, a squat brick building with boarded windows and graffiti declaring territory in sharp, angular tags.
The dumpster sat where Viktor had indicated, rusted green metal against darker shadows. Leo approached slowly, every nerve singing with awareness. This felt wrong, all of it wrong, but he'd already committed, and backing out now meant losing the money and potentially gaining something much worse.
The duffel bag waited exactly where Viktor had promised, canvas dark enough to blend with the surrounding refuse. Leo grabbed it quickly, surprised by the weight. Not heavy exactly, but substantial, like books or maybe...
Don't look inside.
He zipped his jacket over the bag's handles, creating the illusion that he carried nothing. Casual. Normal. Just a guy walking through a warehouse district at midnight for completely legitimate reasons.
The walk back to his car felt eternal, every sound amplified into a potential threat. Footsteps that might be following. Car engines that might be circling. Shadows that moved too deliberately to be wind-driven.
But nothing materialized; no confrontation came. Leo reached his car without incident, shoving the duffel into the trunk and slamming it shut with more force than necessary.
Halfway back to Pier 9, his phone buzzed. Unknown number.
Change of plans. Bring the package to the Iron Bridge instead. North side, under the second support beam.


Leo's hands tightened on the steering wheel. The Iron Bridge connected the Harbor District to the rest of the city, a massive structure that marked the boundary of Russian syndicate territory. More exposed than Pier 9, more at risk of being seen.
It was also much deeper into the territory he had no business entering.
He should turn around. Drive home, dump the package in the river, take whatever consequences came from backing out. This had spiraled beyond a simple delivery, beyond the quick cash Viktor had promised.
But five hundred euros.
Leo changed course, heading north toward the bridge's towering silhouette against the night sky.

      [image: ]The Iron Bridge loomed above him, rust-colored steel girders forming a lattice of shadow and substance. Leo parked at the northern access point, where the embankment sloped down toward the water and the bridge's support beams rose like industrial sentinels.
The second beam. He spotted it easily; the concrete base marked with faded numbers. No Viktor, no contact, just empty space and the sound of water moving against stone below.
Leo grabbed the duffel from his trunk, every instinct screaming at him to run. But he'd come this far, and cowardice at the final moment would mean worse than failure.
He approached the support beam slowly, searching for whoever was supposed to receive the package. The embankment stretched empty in both directions, nobody visible in the dim light from distant street lamps.
"Leave it."
The voice came from above, from somewhere in the bridge's superstructure. Leo couldn't see the speaker, could only hear the command echoing down through steel and shadow.
"Viktor said…"
"I don't care what Viktor said. Leave the bag and go."
Leo set the duffel down carefully, backing away three steps, then four. Still, nobody appeared, no acknowledgment that he'd completed the task.
"My money," he called up.
"You'll get it." A pause. "After we verify the contents."
"That wasn't the deal."
"Deal changed. Now leave before someone notices you here."
Someone. The word carried weight; the suggestion of who exactly claimed this territory and what they did to people who trespassed.
Leo turned and walked, keeping his pace steady despite the urge to sprint. His Honda sat where he'd left it, untouched and waiting. He climbed inside, started the engine, and pulled away from the bridge at a measured speed that felt like torture.
Only when he'd cleared three blocks did he allow himself to breathe fully, hands shaking on the steering wheel.
What had he just delivered? Drugs? Weapons? Something worse?
And why had the location changed, the contact changed, everything shifting into patterns he couldn't predict or control?
Leo's phone buzzed again. Same unknown number: 
Good work. Someone will contact you about payment.


Not Viktor. Not the voice from the bridge. Someone else, someone unnamed, who now had Leo's number and knew his face.
He'd made a mistake. That certainty settled like ice in his chest, undeniable and complete.

      [image: ]Elena woke to Leo's bedroom door opening at 2:17 AM, the sound pulling her from shallow sleep. She lay still, listening to his careful movements, the soft click of his door closing again.
Where had he been?
She rose quietly, padding to his door and pressing her ear against the wood. Rustling fabric, the creak of bedsprings, then silence.
Elena returned to her room, but sleep refused to come back. She stared at her ceiling instead, tracing familiar cracks in the plaster, trying to convince herself that Leo's late-night excursion was normal. Maybe he was at a friend’s, maybe he found a girl; countless innocent reasons existed instead of the dark ones her mind conjured.
But she'd seen the tension in his shoulders when he returned, heard the tremor in his breathing that spoke of fear rather than excitement.
Morning arrived without resolution. Leo emerged from his room hollow-eyed, jumping when Elena entered the kitchen.
"Morning," she said carefully.
"Morning." He poured coffee with hands that weren't quite steady.
"Sleep okay?"
"Fine." Too quick, too defensive.
Elena leaned against the counter, studying him. "Leo, where were you last night?"
His hand jerked, coffee sloshing over the rim of his mug. "What? I was in bed."
"No. You weren't."
"You're being paranoid…"
"Don't." Elena's voice sharpened. "Don't lie to me. I heard you leave. I heard you come back at two in the morning. Where were you?"
Leo's jaw tightened, conflict playing across his features. "It's nothing. Just met up with someone."
"Who?"
"Elena…"
"Who, Leo?"
"A guy from the shop, okay? We were just hanging out."
But his eyes slid away as he spoke, couldn't hold contact with hers. Elena had seen him lie enough times to recognize the tells, the small betrayals that his face couldn't quite hide.
"What did you do?" She moved closer, fear bleeding into anger. "What stupid thing did you do?"
"Nothing stupid. God, why do you always assume…?"
"Because you're being secretive and defensive, and you came home at two in the morning looking scared." Elena's voice rose despite her efforts to control it. "Tell me what happened."
"I don't have to report my every movement to you."
"When you're sneaking out in the middle of the night, yes, you do."
Leo slammed his mug onto the counter hard enough that coffee exploded outward, brown liquid spreading across the laminate. "I'm twenty years old, Elena. I'm not a child you need to protect anymore."
"Then stop acting like one."
"Acting like..." He
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