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Chapter 1: Alexander


[image: image]


Lately, I’ve been too distracted. My thoughts are scattered, and waves of uncertainty overwhelm me more often than I’d like to admit. Back in the day, I knew exactly what I was doing. Business was booming, profits were growing, and people respected me. But now, everything seems to be falling apart right before my eyes, and I feel powerless to stop it. Every time I walk the streets, I find myself lost in thought, staring into the eyes of passersby as if trying to figure out where I went wrong.

And here I am again — walking down the street, absentmindedly swinging a bag filled with freshly purchased books. Silly, perhaps, but the smell of paper and the pristine, untouched pages bring me peace. Sure, the internet is more convenient, but books have always represented something indescribably important to me.

I got lost in thought. Moving like in a fog, step by step, barely aware of the world around me. And that’s where I made my first mistake: I didn’t hear the car approaching from behind. The soft, almost imperceptible sound of car doors closing instantly triggered my subconscious — four men. They moved fast and with purpose. My mind barely registered what was happening, but my body reacted instinctively, almost automatically: movement behind me. I darted to the left just in time.

A baseball bat whooshed through the air, grazing my shoulder. Sharp pain shot through my body, and the bag of books went flying.
“Damn it!” flashes through my mind, but the thought is drowned out by the surge of instincts. The fight had begun.
My body went into autopilot. I sidestepped the line of attack, rolled forward, and put some distance between us. Four men, quick but inexperienced. Their movements were coordinated but hesitant, betraying their lack of professionalism. Just some tough guys — boxers, probably athletes.

I took the first one out with a quick kick to his legs — a loud snap signaled a broken shin, followed by a scream and instant pain shock. One down. The second took a kick to the groin, then to the temple as he doubled over in pain. Two down. The remaining two started moving slower, their coordination unraveling.

“Amateurs,” I thought as I spun back to my feet.

This isn’t a boxing ring where there’s time to think and rules to follow. On the street, every second counts. One mistake could cost you your life. Street fighting teaches you one rule: total annihilation. Every strike must be decisive, without an ounce of mercy. That’s how we were trained years ago in Afghanistan when hand-to-hand combat became a survival art. My body remembers it all, even though I’ve long been out of the game.

I left four motionless bodies on the asphalt and bolted. I knew there could be another car or two behind me. Running down the main street was suicide. I leaped over fences and zigzagged through courtyards. Only one thought echoed in my mind: don’t get caught in a trap. The barking of dogs accompanied me, as if announcing my every move to potential pursuers.

My breath grew ragged, my legs weaker. I’m not a superhero anymore; it’s not as easy to run without stopping. And as the adrenaline began to subside, fear crept in. Fear is a natural reaction, even for those trained to turn it into action. Adrenaline fades, taking clarity with it.

I stopped, took a deep breath, wiped the blood off my face, and tried to piece together who these men could be. The most obvious answer came to mind: the mob. It was too organized to be random. They knew when and where to strike. But why? I’ve been out of the game for a long time. It’s been years since I had dealings with dangerous people.

As I pondered, I dialed Volodya’s number. Volodya is the only person I can trust right now. Another combat officer, he’s been through a lot, including Afghanistan. I know he’s not just a friend; he’s someone who always shows up when needed. At that moment, I needed to hear his steady voice.

The call barely rang once before he answered.
“Hello?” Volodya always picks up on the first ring, as if expecting the call.
“Hey, Volodya. Looks like someone’s after me. Four of them, not pros but well-organized.”
“Where are you? Are you okay?”
“Still alive, but I don’t think this is over.”
“I’m coming. Let’s talk at my place.”
With Volodya, we skip the small talk. He always knows what to do. His calm and precision anchor me in a storm. I glanced behind me but saw no pursuers. For now, I was safe. Relaxing wasn’t an option.
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Chapter 2: Alexander and Volodya
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Volodya arrived twenty minutes later. Always punctual, always calm. He entered my apartment as if he knew I was already waiting, unhurried and without unnecessary words. We exchanged brief nods, the kind shared by people who’ve long grown used to understanding each other without talking. Volodya looked as composed and confident as ever, his demeanor a rock of stability in these turbulent times.

“So, tell me,” he said, settling into an armchair and calmly folding his arms across his chest. His tone was steady, but beneath it, I could sense his readiness for action. When Volodya was in this state, I always felt like he had control over everything around him.

“Four guys jumped me. Thought I’d get something out of them, but didn’t have time. Boxers, but not pros,” I began, feeling my nerves settle. With Volodya here, it was easier to think. “They got me in the shoulder, but I walked away with just some scratches.”
“Any idea who they might be?” he asked, his sharp eyes scanning me as though he could sense the answer before I spoke.
“Not yet. Too many possibilities. Could be the mob, or people from old business. But I haven’t crossed paths with anyone lately. Something’s changed, and I need to figure out what.”
Volodya nodded slowly, processing the information. His calmness always amazed me. In critical moments, he was like a stone — unshakable, deliberate.
“We should talk to Kholod,” he said, leaning back in the chair. “You know he controls half the city. If someone’s working on his turf without his permission, he’ll know. And if it’s him, we’ll find out first.”
I knew his suggestion was logical. Kholod — “The Fridge” in the underworld — was one of the top figures in Riga’s organized crime. Taxis, stolen cars, underground liquor — there wasn’t a corner of the city untouched by his influence. Meeting with him would mean learning the truth, even if it was dangerous.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked hesitantly. Kholod wasn’t someone you wanted to deal with unless absolutely necessary.
“Kholod knows me,” Volodya said, as if that settled everything. “He’s well aware I’m not in the game anymore. We’ve known each other since my KGB days. If it’s his men who came after you, it’s better to sort it out now than wait for them to strike again.”
I nodded, knowing I had no other options. Volodya was right: if Kholod was involved, it was best to find out immediately.
“Fine,” I said, the decision solidifying in my mind. “Let’s talk to him.”
“Good. But first...” Volodya got up and walked to the bar. “A shot of whiskey. You need to relax.”
I didn’t argue. Volodya poured us both a drink and handed me a glass. We clinked glasses.
“To peaceful days,” he said with a faint smile before taking a sip.
I followed his lead, letting the whiskey’s warmth spread through me. Volodya always knew how to cut the tension. He was a master at bringing everything back to a manageable level.

We sat in silence for a while, and I felt my balance slowly returning. The adrenaline faded, leaving room for clear thinking.
“You know, Volodya,” I began, choosing my words carefully, “we’ve been in this game together for a long time. And I’ve always thought I knew everything about you. But sometimes, it feels like you’re holding something back.”
Volodya looked at me a bit more intently but didn’t seem surprised. His eyes remained as calm as ever.
“We all hold things back, Sasha,” he said after a brief pause. “Especially when it comes to those days. You don’t tell me everything either, do you?”
I nodded, knowing he was right. Our past was full of secrets and unspoken truths that we preferred to leave buried. Afghanistan left its mark on all of us, and part of our survival was learning to keep those secrets.

“You know,” Volodya continued, “I was in Afghanistan too. Worked for the KGB. You were under military command, but our paths crossed. We didn’t even realize we were in the same place, under different banners.”

I looked at him in surprise.
“Seriously? I had no idea.”
“Not surprising,” Volodya chuckled. “A lot of things were classified back then. I had completely different assignments. Our departments didn’t overlap, but sometimes, we ended up in the same spot.”
It was strange to learn this so many years later. The idea that we could’ve been so close yet unaware of each other felt surreal.

“Alright,” Volodya said abruptly, shaking off the memories. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll talk to Kholod. He knows I’m out of the game, but he might think otherwise. I’ll figure out what’s going on. In the meantime, call him yourself and arrange a meeting.”

I nodded, feeling more confident. As always, Volodya had taken control of the situation. That was his style: to act decisively, without hesitation. It made everything easier.

“Alright,” I said. “I’ll call him tomorrow. Then we’ll see what happens.”

Volodya nodded, already rising from his chair.
“Good. For now, rest. They won’t come for you tonight. They’re licking their wounds and trying to figure out who they messed with.”
He smiled his usual warm smile, and I felt a wave of relief. Volodya was a man who always kept his word. If he said nothing would happen tonight, then I could trust him.

We said goodbye, and I walked him to the door. His confidence was contagious. That night, I slept soundly, knowing Volodya would handle everything.
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Chapter 3: Viktor Alexashin
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The morning was gloomy. I woke up to the sound of heavy rain pounding against the window. My head felt like it was filled with lead. The memories of last night and my meeting with Volodya left a strange aftertaste in my chest. His words about our past in Afghanistan kept replaying in my mind. We had been through so much together, but learning that we were so close to each other back then came as a shock. Why hadn’t he told me this earlier?

The phone buzzed on the nightstand. I glanced at the screen: an unknown number. At first, I wanted to ignore it, but an inner voice whispered, "Pick it up."

“Hello?”
“Sasha, it’s Viktor. We need to talk.”
Viktor Alexashin’s voice was low and sharp, just like it had been years ago. He was never one for unnecessary words and always got straight to the point. I hadn’t crossed paths with him in ages—not since our lives diverged after the service. And now, out of the blue, he was calling me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4: Meeting Alexashin
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More than twenty years had passed since I was a cadet in my first year of military academy. Memories of those years surfaced occasionally, though they now seemed distant and almost unreal. Still, some moments had left such an indelible mark that they were impossible to erase.

As a young cadet, just a month into our training, we were assigned to guard duty at the garrison detention center. Over time, we grew accustomed to it, but our first experience left a lasting impression. Back then, we still saw the world through the eyes of civilians, and the reality of the detention center seemed wild and shockingly brutal. It was nothing like the ideals of the military many of us had envisioned when enrolling.

At the detention center, we interacted with three officers. The most unpleasant of them was Captain Markov, the commander of the facility. Short, thin, perpetually irritated, with bloodshot eyes from drinking, he embodied everything an officer shouldn’t be. At forty, still a captain, he knew life had passed him by, and his future held little promise. Markov was bitter, aggressive, and unpredictable. His frustration with the world spilled onto the detained soldiers, who cowered whenever he approached. He relished his authority and tormented the prisoners. One of his favorite tricks was issuing four belts for five soldiers. The one left without a belt would receive extra days of detention. These games often led to soldiers, initially sentenced to just a few days, spending months behind bars.

There was another type of officer we encountered: two duty assistants to the garrison commander, who reported only to the head of the Riga garrison. One of them, Senior Lieutenant Chizh, was a massive man and a master of freestyle wrestling. He enjoyed patrolling the city, hunting for soldiers and officers breaking regulations. Chizh was ruthless, crude, and quick to use force if anyone dared to challenge him. Once, he detained Major Anikin, a physical training instructor at our academy. After the incident, Anikin died. Though no one spoke openly about it, everyone knew Chizh had gone too far.

The second duty officer was Captain Alexashin. Tall, well-built, always impeccably dressed, he exuded an air of aristocracy. Unlike Chizh, he never raised his voice or showed overt aggression. Yet, this calmness made him even more dangerous. Always composed and cold, Alexashin carried an aura of menace, like a predator watching and ready to strike at any moment.

I remember once seeing Alexashin in town during leave. He was walking with a woman. The sight was a revelation. I stared at him, thinking, Could this man, whom we considered a monster, have human emotions? That moment opened a new perspective on people for me, one I only fully grasped years later.



More than two decades had passed since then. My life had moved far from those days, filled with events, encounters, and countless twists of fate. Alexashin had become nothing more than a distant memory from my youth. But then, out of the blue, fate brought us together again.

I was sitting under the shade of birch trees at a private bathhouse owned by a good friend of mine, businessman Mark Aronovich. The gathering included serious individuals. We were relaxing, sipping beer after the steam room, and chatting leisurely. One of the men, middle-aged, seemed to command the room’s attention. He spoke calmly and confidently, never raising his voice, yet everyone listened intently.

It took me a moment to realize why his manner of speaking and appearance felt familiar. Suddenly, one of the guests, a tank regiment commander, stood up and barked:
"Alexashin, let’s hit the steam room!"
It was like being struck by lightning. The name Alexashin, which had lingered in my memory for years, instantly brought me back to my youth. Of course, now I looked at this man through a different lens. Years had passed, and what once seemed unacceptable and cruel now carried a certain nostalgia. We had all changed. Life and military service had hardened me, teaching me to see things from a different perspective.



Alexashin had hardly changed. The same confident, fluid movements, a well-trained body, and an absolute calmness in every gesture. The only thing that betrayed his age was his eyes. They now reflected the wisdom of a man who had seen much in life.

As we began to talk, I couldn’t resist smiling and said:
"You know, Captain Alexashin, the cadets used to say you were a real bastard. I still remember." I laughed.
Alexashin smirked, though his eyes remained serious.
"Sanya, if I’d slipped up even once or shown the slightest weakness back then, that pack would have devoured me. They saw that I was different from them. They hated me from day one, but I had to survive."
His words gave me a completely different perspective on those years. Now, with my own experience as an officer, I understood how difficult his path must have been.

We crossed paths several more times during the bathhouse gatherings at Mark Aronovich’s place. Alexashin spoke about how, shortly after I left the academy, he was quickly promoted to major and transferred out of the commandant’s office. He became an aide to the district commander, Colonel General Zakharov, and later disappeared from sight.

Before long, Alexashin vanished from my social circle as well. Rumor had it he had gone abroad—either to Germany or America, to relatives. I didn’t know for sure and hadn’t bothered to follow up.
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Chapter 5: A new meeting
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And so, ten years after our last encounter, Alexashin was standing in front of me once again. He was the same as ever—calm, confident, with a restrained smile. But behind that calm exterior now lay the experience of a man who had faced many trials in life.

"It's been a long time, Alexashin. I'm glad to see you," I said. I didn’t care about his spy games; he had always been a charismatic and personable man. Whatever his reasons for coming, he’d tell me when he deemed it necessary.

“And you, Sasha, seem ageless,” he replied. “I can tell you’re still training and working on your energy.”

“You can see that?” I asked, surprised.

“Of course. We’re no amateurs here!”

To me, Alexashin had always been like a man from Mars. He had mastered things I could barely comprehend. A person like him, accustomed to constant self-improvement, wouldn’t just stop one day and let himself go. And I was right.

“Well, I haven’t been standing still either.”
“That much is clear.”
“You mean my physical form? That’s second nature. But I wasn’t talking about that—I’ve been working on my energy as well. Let me show you.”
Suddenly, I felt a steel band tightening around my head. I knew how to set up a mental shield, but apparently, I was too slow. The band kept constricting, relentless and unyielding. It felt like I was trapped, and I started to lose consciousness. Summoning the last of my strength, I forced myself to breathe in a special way and relax. I tried to focus on my inner energy centers and direct my strength toward breaking free from this suffocating situation. Slowly but surely, I began to control my breathing and calm my frantic mind.

Then, just as suddenly, the steel band eased, and I realized I had entered a state of deep meditation. Viktor was watching me with a smile.

“Sorry if I scared you,” he said. “Let me express my admiration! You really surprised me. Most people resist for a minute at most, and no one has ever managed to fully break free. You’re something else!”

I leaned back in my chair, trying to collect myself. “I never thought something like that was possible. How do you do it?”

Viktor smiled and looked at me intently. “Energy and self-control aren’t just about techniques—they’re a state of mind. I’ve spent years practicing meditation, yoga, and energy work, and they’ve helped me expand my abilities. If you’re interested, I can teach you some exercises and techniques.”

“Is that why you wanted to meet me?” I smiled. I could sense that something had shifted between us. The man standing before me wasn’t the same one I had once known.

“Sasha, many years have passed, but some things never change. I heard about what happened to you yesterday,” he said, his tone dry but with a hint of concern hidden beneath his professional demeanor.

“Are you following me?” I asked, feeling the tension in my chest grow.

“No. But information gets to me quickly, as you know. I’m on your side, Sasha. It’s important to me that you stay safe.”

For a moment, I was silent, processing his words. Viktor Alexashin. A former military intelligence officer and a man I had always found reliable, though he had always been a little enigmatic. We weren’t close friends, but in the past, he had saved my life more than once, and that’s not something you forget.

Outwardly, he hadn’t changed much. The same sharp features, steely gaze, and short haircut. It seemed like time had barely touched him, but his eyes told a different story—deeper, wearier, like those of a man who had seen too much.

“What’s going on, Viktor?” I asked, sitting across from him. “Why have you decided to show up now?”

He paused for a few seconds, as if choosing his words carefully, then spoke, his eyes fixed on mine:

“It all started much earlier than you think, Sasha. The attack on you wasn’t random. This isn’t just a skirmish between local thugs. Much bigger players are involved here.”

I frowned. Viktor’s words were vague, but his serious tone was enough to put me on edge.

“What bigger players? And what do I have to do with this?”

Viktor leaned forward, his expression growing more intense. He lowered his voice, even though no one else was around, as if afraid someone might overhear:

“Do you remember our mutual acquaintance, Sergey Voinov? Yes, the one you went to school with. His father, General Voinov, organized one of the largest operations I’ve ever encountered. And that operation is directly tied to what’s happening now.”

The name Sergey Voinov instantly resurfaced in my memory. We had studied together at the military academy, and after graduation, our paths had diverged. He went into business, while I stayed in the service. The last time I saw him, he was already a successful businessman and the owner of an airline. I remembered him as a smart man with some questionable traits, though I hadn’t given them much thought back then.

“Sergey? What’s wrong with him?” I asked, struggling to connect him to the attack on me.

“His father, General Voinov,” Viktor continued, as if he hadn’t heard my question, “was involved in a massive embezzlement scheme. The money, which is now sitting in the accounts of Sergey’s company, Concord, was stolen from a bank by a group of former officers led by his father. These funds are the key to the current situation.”
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Chapter 6: Questions without answer
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Viktor’s words hit me like a hammer. My chest tightened. Stolen money? General Voinov? I had known his father was a powerful man, but I never imagined he could be involved in something so dark.

“Is Sergey involved in this?” I asked, trying to piece the puzzle together.

“Sergey is just a temporary player,” Viktor explained. “He’s a pawn in this game. The money ended up in his company’s accounts, and now everyone is after it—criminal gangs, intelligence agencies, his father’s people. And all of them know about your connection to Sergey.”

“That’s why they attacked me,” I muttered, realizing how this explained a lot.

“Exactly,” Viktor nodded. “They want to use your relationship with Sergey to get closer to the money. They think you can help them access his assets. And if you refuse, they’ll eliminate you.”

For a few moments, we sat in silence, digesting his words. Viktor’s information only added more complications to an already tangled web.

“So, what do you suggest?” I finally asked.

Viktor studied me carefully, his eyes narrowing. “First of all, you need to stay alert. You’re a target for many, but you’re also the key to this game. They’ll try to manipulate you, pressure you, blackmail you. You have to be ready for anything. And most importantly, don’t trust anyone—not even those you consider friends.”

His words were chilling. I understood that Viktor wasn’t speaking directly about me and Volodya, but there was something unspoken in his warning that I would have to uncover.

“And you?” I asked quietly, holding his gaze. “Can I trust you?”

He looked at me intently but didn’t answer right away. Something like regret flashed across his face.

“That’s for you to decide, Sasha,” he finally said. “I’m just giving you information. The rest is on your conscience.”



This meeting left me with more questions than answers. Viktor, as always, was enigmatic, but his warning was too serious to ignore.

Inside me, a whirlwind of thoughts swirled once again. Everything had become far more complicated than it seemed at first.

Now I had new enemies, old friends, and it was all tied to money I hadn’t even known existed.
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Chapter 7: Viktor Alexashin


[image: image]


Viktor Alexashin was not the kind of man to complain about his fate. He had walked a long road that began in Kyiv, in a poor family where the only income came from his mother’s modest teacher’s salary. His father, a war officer and disabled veteran, had died before Viktor’s first birthday. He only knew him from black-and-white photographs his mother kept in an old wooden box. Despite their poverty, Viktor never felt deprived. All his free time was spent at the gymnastics club and the amateur radio circle. He trained until exhaustion, feeling how every new effort strengthened his body and made him tougher.

By his teenage years, Viktor had become a sturdy young man. His muscles were taut like steel cables. Girls would turn their heads to admire him, while his classmates respectfully stayed quiet when he passed by. But Viktor was far from vain. He understood how much effort it cost his mother to raise him. Her teacher’s salary went toward clothes, food, and even small allowances for him. She never complained, but Viktor could see the exhaustion in her eyes and felt an increasing sense of responsibility toward her with each passing day.

He made the decision to apply to a Suvorov Military School. As the son of a war veteran, he was admitted without competition. In that instant, his childhood came to an end.



The Suvorov Military School became a real school of life for Viktor. He graduated with a gold medal and entered Kyiv’s Higher Military School, specializing in reconnaissance—a course so secret that few even knew of its existence. He learned about it by chance, overhearing a conversation between two officers. Viktor submitted his application, catching the attention of his superiors. After passing lengthy checks and tests, he was accepted. Now he was a cadet training to become part of the military elite.

The studies were grueling yet fascinating. Many disciplines, especially the classified ones, demanded absolute concentration. All notes had to be written only in designated classrooms, submitted to security officers, and sealed afterward. Viktor quickly learned to memorize information by ear, developing an almost photographic memory. While theory came easily to him, physical training was his true forte.

He relished the challenges of long marches and hand-to-hand combat sessions. His gymnastics background and years of rigorous practice had turned his body into an ideal machine, capable of enduring any strain. He ran endless kilometers through the forests near the academy, each footfall on the soft earth granting him a fleeting but cherished sense of freedom.

Four years flew by in a flash. He graduated with honors and was assigned to the office of the military attaché in the Federal Republic of Germany. This chapter of his life was shrouded in mystery. None of his friends or acquaintances knew the details of his work, and Viktor wasn’t about to share. All he let on was that one day, his life abruptly changed, and he found himself in Riga, in a hotel run by the USSR's Military Construction Administration.



The flight to Riga was unexpected and rushed. He was evacuated from Germany under a false identity, and since graduating from the academy, he hadn’t worn a military uniform—it simply wasn’t necessary. He arrived at night, checked into a hotel, and went straight to bed, deciding to leave everything for the morning.

The next morning, he stepped onto the hotel porch and took in his surroundings. The city was unfamiliar, but his instincts, honed by years of service, kicked in immediately. Across the street from the hotel, his attention was drawn to a steady stream of people entering and exiting a nearby alleyway. It took him a moment to realize that these comings and goings were part of some ritual.

He watched the scene for about ten minutes when a short, cheerful man approached him unexpectedly.
“Hello!” the stranger greeted him with a friendly smile.
“Hello,” Viktor replied cautiously, still observing the activity.
“You don’t mind, do you?”
“I don’t mind,” Viktor responded automatically, though he had no idea what the man was talking about.
“Thank you!” the man said quickly, slipping something into Viktor’s pocket before disappearing into the alley.
Reaching into his pocket, Viktor felt a fifty-ruble note. Only then did he realize he had inadvertently become a witness to an illegal vodka trade. Judging by the man’s serious demeanor and Viktor’s own military appearance, the stranger must have mistaken him for an official.

Suppressing a quiet laugh, Viktor wasn’t offended or upset. He simply processed the situation, realizing the city and its inhabitants were beginning to reveal their true, hidden layers to him.



The next day, the scene repeated itself. Viktor stepped out onto the porch, and as if on cue, the same man approached with the familiar question: “You don’t mind, do you?” Again, a fifty-ruble note found its way into his pocket. But this time, Viktor analyzed the situation differently—his sharp mind immediately spotted how simplistic and vulnerable the operation was.

Within days, the vodka trade had moved into the hotel buffet. Viktor charmed the buffet attendant in minutes, and now the illicit operation had a new, semi-official “roof.” After his work in Germany, such “missions” seemed trivial and hardly required his serious attention. He approached them with philosophical detachment.



Despite all this, his new assignment—to the jurisdiction of the Riga military commandant—came as a shock. As a professional intelligence officer, rigorously trained and tested on complex tasks, he found himself in a position that required neither his skills nor his knowledge. It was a blow to his pride, but Viktor was not one to give up.

He fully understood that he had been “written off” as an expendable asset, but his inner fire still burned strong. Dreams and ambitions lingered. Instead of succumbing to despair, Viktor buried his emotions deep within and began adapting to the new circumstances. He knew his time would come, and when it did, he would be ready.
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Chapter 8: Cold
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In Riga, there was one name everyone knew, from taxi drivers to businessmen and crime bosses—Cold. His real name had long lost its significance. Ask any cab driver, "How can I find the Refrigerator?" and they’d take you straight to him. Back in the '90s, they called him Refrigerator, but now he was simply Cold—a shorter yet no less imposing moniker.

His reputation was unquestionable. Cold didn’t rush to take the top position right away, but over the years, his name became synonymous with stability and power in Riga’s underworld. He arrived in the city after the collapse of the Soviet Union, following an eight-year prison sentence somewhere beyond the Urals. Thin, pale, almost unrecognizable, he quietly settled in Riga, where no one knew him at the time. Yet within a few years, he had his own crew, was trading stolen cars, running illegal alcohol markets, and providing “protection” for taxi drivers.

At first, he respected established rules and didn’t encroach on others’ territories. But before anyone noticed, his influence began to grow steadily.

Now, a decade later, there wasn’t a soul in Riga’s criminal world who didn’t know Cold. He no longer needed to operate openly or aggressively. His power extended through a network of trusted people and countless “business” connections. He controlled everything worth controlling and knew every move his adversaries made. In his world, order and balance were paramount.

Volodya had known him for many years and understood that behind Cold’s outward simplicity lay a sharp mind and calculated precision. Over the years, Volodya and Cold had met multiple times, their relationship forged through mutual exchanges of information. In Riga, operational work without such contacts was simply impossible. And the more Volodya interacted with Cold, the more he marveled at the contrasts in his character.

Cold could be ruthless and merciless, swiftly “dealing” with those he deemed unworthy. Yet he was also capable of unexpected acts of kindness and generosity. But this wasn’t Robin Hood charity. If Cold saw an opportunity for profit, he wouldn’t miss it.

Volodya knew Cold wasn’t a puritan. He lived in a luxurious mansion on a vast property, where he once even kept a wolf.

The story of the wolf cub became legendary among his circle. Cold approached the director of the local zoo, offering to buy a wolf pup for any price—five or even ten thousand dollars. The director, offended by such an offer, refused outright. So Cold went to the night watchman, and within a few days, the man handed him a wolf cub for two hundred bucks. Everyone was satisfied, and Cold cemented his reputation as someone who always got what he wanted.

Cold enjoyed visiting an elite bathhouse a couple of times a week. This place was a private club for Riga’s wealthy and influential: businessmen, crime bosses, athletes, and police officers. Here, society’s upper crust gathered, and everyone knew each other by sight. Conflicts and disputes weren’t welcome; everyone followed an unspoken code of mutual respect. Cold was a regular, well-acquainted with everyone and everything. The bathhouse featured a luxurious bar, a pool, massage rooms, and even a barbershop—everything for the body and soul.

One day, Lena, a charming bartender well-known among the regulars, found herself in trouble. She underwent eye surgery to correct her vision, but something went wrong, and she went blind. To restore her sight, she needed another operation costing ten thousand dollars—more than the price of a three-room apartment in Riga at the time. Naturally, she didn’t have the money. The regulars tried to pool their resources, but the effort stalled. Then, one day, Cold stopped by the bathhouse briefly and handed Lena’s colleague Inessa an envelope with the full ten thousand dollars. He left as quietly as he had arrived and never brought up the subject again.

There were many stories like this. Cold could solve someone’s problem in minutes if he thought it was worth it. Once, noticing that Inessa seemed upset, he asked what was wrong. She explained that her son was struggling to pay for his second year of university—he had completed the first year but had lost his job and couldn’t afford to continue. Without a word, Cold handled the issue. Within a week, Inessa’s son was working on a renovation crew refurbishing a mansion owned by one of Riga’s wealthiest individuals.

That was Cold. He helped when he could but always ensured he gained something in return. In the bathhouse, he was known as a man you shouldn’t mess with but who could be a valuable ally.

However, despite his generosity, crossing Cold was a mistake no one could afford. Volodya’s sharp analytical mind once led him to conclude that rivals who couldn’t come to terms with Cold simply vanished. Of course, there was no evidence, but Volodya was confident in his theory. And most of those who disappeared were thugs and reckless types whom no one missed anyway.

Even men like Cold had their weaknesses. As he approached fifty, he occasionally allowed himself to “slip.” He’d drink heavily, ending up in the hospital’s intensive care unit. Yet he remained a pragmatic man—if he felt his health was in danger, he voluntarily checked himself into a clinic.

In recent years, his business had become more legitimate: his oil trading company was thriving, with branches abroad, including in Poland. Connections forged during his prison years helped him establish a “gray market” for oil smuggled out of Russia. His associates grew alongside him. One such person was Oleg Shpak, a former chief of criminal police who, after retiring, became head of security for Cold’s Polish branch.

Over the years, Cold grew more imposing and respectable. Even those who once knew him as Refrigerator easily embraced his new name—Cold. No one was surprised; his power and influence continued to rise, as did his standing in criminal circles.

Yet, for all his influence, Cold remained a complex and dangerous man. Volodya understood that behind the simplicity and occasional roughness lay a cold, calculating mind.
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Chapter 9: Entering the criminal world of Riga
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Riga has its own informal hierarchy, where power isn't measured by stars on epaulets or positions, but by connections and influence. It's a world where one careless word or wrong step can cost you much more than money. And it was into this world that Volodya was going to introduce me — a world where the rules of the game were entirely different and had to be understood to survive.

When Volodya suggested I meet with Cold, I immediately understood that this was not just a casual conversation. Volodya and I knew that one day we would have to dive into these murky waters, but I had hoped it would come later. Volodya explained that without a connection to Cold, it would be difficult to move forward, especially now as pressure from all sides was mounting. The factions of Riga were heating up, like wolves before a hunt, and they all had one main interest — the money, which until recently, I had no clue about.

We drove to a restaurant on the outskirts of the city, where, as Volodya explained, Cold frequently held meetings. The place didn’t stand out from the outside: a worn-down building, an unremarkable sign, an emptiness around it. But inside, as soon as I stepped through the door, the feeling changed. Here, in the dim light, quiet footsteps and whispers could be heard, velvet chairs and soft light concealing a mass of unseen tension. The air smelled of expensive alcohol and fine cigars.

Cold was waiting for us in a private office, behind a long, oak table. He sat as if this table was his throne, and everyone who entered was required to submit to his unwritten rules. On the outside — a man of medium build, already with a slightly rounded face and cold, attentive eyes. But I knew: behind this calm exterior lay immense strength and cunning. In his world, there were no compromises.

“Come in,” he said barely acknowledging us, “take a seat.”

I sat opposite him, Volodya beside me. It was immediately clear that Volodya and Cold had met many times before. Between them had developed a certain balance where each knew what to expect from the other.

“Well, Sash,” began Cold, speaking to me with a casual familiarity, as though we were old acquaintances. “I see you’ve got some problems.”

I remained silent. Yes, I had been familiar with the criminal world before, but now I was being thrust into a far more dangerous game. Volodya took a step forward.

“We’ve come to talk,” he began, his voice confident. “Sasha is here for a reason. You know that the pressure on him is starting. And we have reason to believe that it’s linked to the money that ended up on the accounts of ‘Concord’ airline.”

Cold smiled, looking at me. His gaze was heavy, assessing. It seemed he was searching for a weakness but found none.

“Money...” he drawled, lighting a cigar. “You know, Volodya, when you talk about
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