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      This isn’t a trigger list, but a way manage reader expectations.  Fate and Family spans three years, two of which happens before the start of Shield and Savior.  Then the events parallel Shield and Savior and Sins and Secrets, until we lead up to Fate and Family in present time.

      There is a QR code with a timeline at the end of the book if that is something that might help you.

      This book has a tonal shift, while it’s not dark, it’s more serious at part.  There’s more on page violence and more open discussion of death.  The children face danger, with hints of more sinister actions, but these threats remain unrealized.
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      Present day

      Dimitri

      

      I feel sick. My reflection stares back at me from the glass table, hollow-eyed and broken. What have I become? Weak. Lost. Protected my whole life by my father, my brother, even the women who pitied me. My one job was to protect my son, and I’ve failed.

      I glance at Katya and quickly look away. I don’t deserve her, or her support. I’m disgusting. A failure.

      Penny’s voice slices through my self-loathing. “The Olympians do not negotiate with terrorists.”

      Next to me, Donny bolts upright, yanking his wallet from his pocket. “I do!” He slams it on the table, spilling a cascade of credit cards. “Max them all out. Hell, he can have my Costco card and buy all the potato salad he wants. I need my nephew back. My sister will kill me.” He groans, flopping back into his chair, which rolls and dumps him unceremoniously onto the floor. “My mom’ll revive me just to murder again. And don’t even get me started on what Nonna will do.”

      An older man in the room scoffs. “You’re worried about your mama?”

      “You don’t get it,” Donny shouts, panicking, his voice high-pitched and ragged. “There’s only one thing more terrifying than the women in my family⁠—”

      Before he can enlighten us, the screen flashes white.

      And the building explodes.
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      THREE YEARS EARLIER

      Dimitri

      

      “Katya, stop lighting my bar on fire!”

      This is the third time this week she’s pulled this shit. Flames dance across the counter in one continuous line, licking the air like mischievous sprites. A nearby patron yanks his hand back, his yelp ringing louder than the bass pumping through the speakers. He’s more surprised by her audacity than injured.  And he’s also not a regular. If he were, he’d know better.

      At the far end of the counter, my cousin Uri laughs into his glass, the amber liquid rippling with his amusement. He has one of those infectious laughs that spreads faster than fire… and in this case, both are crawling across my bar.

      The night’s spilled alcohol and the shot glass of vodka she poured prior to lighting the match burn hot but fast, and no major damage is done. Last time she did this, the tourist in her crosshairs demanded I toss her ass out. Instead, his face met my fist. Repeatedly. Katya is my best employee. We triple the night’s profits when she’s on the schedule, so letting her go isn’t an option.

      And she knows it.

      I should’ve dealt with this at the beginning of her shift, but I got distracted watching a video Nadia sent me of Ian riding his bike. He’s getting so good at it. Maybe he could go pro someday. But since he’s six, that might be pushing it.

      With a sigh, I head to my office and return moments later with a white box in hand. Katya is already pouring water on the fire, a small hiss rising from the wet stone. It smells like scorched liquor and faint chemical fumes. She wipes the mess away with a gray towel, her movements quick but annoyed, yet still slower than usual. Her once-neat ponytail has unraveled into loose strands sticking to her damp neck.  She picked up an extra shift this week and the exhaustion is getting to her.

      “Open.” I push the box toward her, nudging it closer when she doesn’t reach for it.

      She gives me her patented side-eye, her lips pursed in suspicion. Her hands hover over the box—fingers twitching as if it might explode—before she unwraps it slowly, like it’s a precious artifact from a ten-thousand-year-old dig.

      She opens it and makes the best happy sound in the world. It’s like a little otter—part laugh, part squeak, part cry. Her glower vanishes and transforms as her joy spreads across her face and her whole body. She bounces a few times on her toes before throwing her arms around me.

      “It’s perfect! Thank you,” she says, her voice muffled against my chest.

      What should I do with my arms?  I know exactly what they want to do, but instead, they hang stiffly by my sides. “Go hang it up,” I say, stepping back.

      She bounces a little more, the same way she does when she gets good tips, and props up the plaque that says in three different languages: Don’t touch the bartender. She doesn’t like it.

      I was going to add She’s being nice. She doesn’t want to fuck you. But the guy at the shop said it wouldn’t fit.

      When the customer who was giving her shit reads the sign, his eyes darting between Katya and me, his mouth opens and closes like a fish before he stammers, “Oh, shit, sorry. I didn’t realize you two were… together.”

      Katya waves her hands frantically. “Oh no. No. No. He’s just my boss.”

      Just my boss.

      I’ve been stabbed before and it didn’t hurt as much as those three words.

      Before I can recover, she twists the knife. “He’s engaged to Sveti.”

      Huh?

      Uri, who’s been snickering this whole time, pauses, looking as confused as I feel.

      “Who?”

      Katya wobbles her neck like I’m the insane one. “Sveti. Your fiancée. You know, the one you’ve been engaged to since puberty.”

      Oh. “You mean Svetlana?” Sometimes I can’t tell if Katya says this kind of shit because of the language barrier or because she’s insane—or both.

      She gives a dismissive flick of her hand and waves me off. “Yeah, her. She seems like a Sveti to me.” She pauses to pour a drink, all muscle memory with little conscious thought happening. “Why? What do you call her?”

      “Svetlana.”

      “All the time? That’s so many letters.” She hands me the drink and shrugs. “You should shorten it. Sveti works better.”

      “That’s not a name.”

      “Anything can be a name if you say it with the right emotion.” Katya smiles, but it fades when something at the door catches her eye. She stiffens, shoulders straightening and eyes narrowing, aware of what she gauges to be impending danger. “You’ve got company, Boss.”

      Three men walk in. They look unassuming average at best. But my hackles rise the instant their eyes meet mine. Uri stands from his spot at the end of the bar, his casual demeanor replaced by something cold and calculating. He’s silent, but having him near is the comfort I need.

      “Evening, gentlemen,” I say, motioning toward the back. “Let’s have this meeting in my office.”

      I’ve seen all three from time to time, lurking in the darker corners of my world. There’s no personal conflict here, this is all business.

      We leave the bass thumping of the club and head through the dark back hallways to my office. The bright light in the small room is almost jarring when I come here during club hours. I replaced the old bulbs with LEDs a few months ago because I get a headache whenever I read in the low light. Getting old sucks.

      Uri follows, leaning against the doorframe as he shuts the door with a soft click. The room feels smaller with our “guests” inside, the tension closing in like a thick fog.

      I step behind my desk and motion for the others to take seats. Yullian Volkov sits first. He handles business with brute force when diplomacy fails. His reputation for violence is legendary, but I meet his gaze without flinching. He also has something hanging out of his nose, is it dry skin or dried snot? Either way, it’s hard to focus on anything other than what’s happening on his face, so I train my attention on the next man.

      Ivan Petrov is leaner than Yullian, but no less intimidating. And there’s no questionable face debris, so it’s easier to look at him. He has that whole, I’m dangerous like a wolf and my back up plans have back up plans, vibe. But two years ago he locked his keys in a running car and almost got caught by the Omon. Of course, he doesn’t know I know that, so his self-important smirk makes me want to punch him in his face. He drums his fingers against the desk, but it seems to be a rhythm to a song. Whatever it is, Uri notices and hums along under his breath.

      Viktor Smirnov stands between the other two because I don’t have any more chairs. Physically, he’s the least commanding, but he’s smart, having proven himself with a lifetime of scores and no record with the Omon to show for it. He’s slippery and stealthy, which makes him the most dangerous man in the room. He’s tapping his foot against my desk.

      So much freaking tapping. Are these guys drummers or just annoying?

      The one in the middle talks first. For the record, it’s always the one in the middle.

      “Last month I spoke with your uncle in America. I didn’t like his response. I met with your father a few days ago.” His voice is smooth, but carries an edge.

      I lace my fingers together and settle into my high-back chair, keeping my expression neutral. “Oh, really? And how did that go?”

      Viktor frowns, the lines on his face deepening. “Not as good as we had hoped.”

      “I see.”

      He puts his hands on my desk and leans in. Ugh, his sweaty hands are already leaving prints on the varnish. “Your brother wasn’t helpful either.” Viktor’s eyes narrow, perhaps sensing the resolve in my posture. He shrugs, the movement slow and deliberate. “You’ve always been the reasonable one in your family.”

      He reaches inside his coat pocket, and the shift is immediate. My hand slides toward my gun and Viktor freezes, raising an eyebrow at me before continuing, his voice calm. “I’m going to make a generous offer. You’ll be on the ground floor, the first family to get the product. You’ll be kings.”

      “We already are,” I counter, my voice steady.

      “With Majesty, you’ll be emperors.”

      I exhale through my nose, the sound deliberate and unimpressed. “Russia is an awful place to start an empire.” I stand, pointing him to the door. “If my uncle in America rejected your offer, and so did my father and brother, why would you think my answer would be any different?”

      Viktor’s jaw tightens. “You were your family’s last chance.” He straightens his shoulders and adjusts his jacket. “There will be consequences. People will get hurt.”

      I shrug, unfazed. “There are always consequences, and there will always be more people. It’s not like there’s a shortage.”

      Uri steps aside, opening the door without a word, and the men file out, their footsteps echoing in the hall.

      Once we’re alone, Uri turns to me, his brow furrowed. “Are you sure about this?”

      I glance at him and smirk. “Your father makes terrible choices. But if even he’s saying this is a bad move, well… even the dumbest guy in the room is right every once in a while.”

      Threats are nothing new to me. I’ve been in this game my whole life, and I can smell a bad deal from a mile away.

      My phone buzzes and rattles under some papers. The phone feels less comfortable in my hand than my gun. With my gun I always know what I’m going to get, but the phone has an element of mystery. Will it be an email? A game update? News?

      Svetlana: Are you coming over tonight?

      I frown, tossing the phone on the desk. Uri notices. “Is that Sveti?”

      I smirk despite myself. “Don’t call her that. And yes.”

      “Are you going over there tonight?”

      I hesitate, running a hand through my hair. Look, she’s acceptable, I guess.  I’ve known her since we were kids. Her family were our allies. But she was the sole survivor after one brutal night. We took her in.

      As she got older, she wanted to be with my brother. He’s the heir to the family fortune, has all the power, blah blah blah. But my brother did two stupid things. One involved not paying a debt, and the other was falling in love. With someone not Svetlana.

      So Svetlana was stuck with me if she wanted the family’s protection.

      I sigh. “Maybe.”

      I don’t want to go, but if I don’t, she’ll start cheating on me again. Not that I mind—it’s one less thing on my plate. Mafia marriages are loveless anyway.
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      Dimitri

      The bar is closing for the night, and I watch the scene unfold on the CCTV cameras from the comfort and quiet of my office. Bouncers clear out all the drunken dancers and anyone looking to share a bed as the music switches from a pounding bass beat to softer ’80s jams—songs my employees sing under their breath without even realizing.

      Katya counts her register, her lips moving silently as she works. She sways her hips and nods her head during the bridge of “Is This Love” by Whitesnake.

      Uri leans over my shoulder. “Are you going to stare at her all night, or are you going to do something?”

      “I’m not staring at her,” I reply, my tone sharper than I intended. But I am. She moves effortlessly, swaying her hips to the faint music as she works. Unbeknownst to her, I’m observing through a camera she’s clearly forgotten about. I could justify it—say I don’t trust anyone and I’m checking her work. But the truth? She’s earned her reputation as my best bartender. She doesn’t need me looking over her shoulder.

      “You’re awfully curious about my love life tonight,” I add, leaning back in my chair with a smirk.

      Uri huffs and turns away, pacing lazily across the office. “It’s more about your complete lack of a love life.”

      “Dick.” I mumble under my breath, returning my attention to the desk. I scroll through emails, ignoring the irritation simmering in my chest. Legit bills to pay. Payroll to double-check. Crime isn’t as glamorous as people think. There’s a lot less punching and making threats and more math than we’re all willing to admit.

      Uri disconnects from reality with earbuds, engrossed in whatever he’s watching on his phone. Ten minutes turn into twenty. The knot in my shoulder tightens, driving me crazy. I roll my neck from side to side, the joints cracking softly. That’s when I catch the motion on the back door camera.

      It’s Katya, all bundled up and heading to her car. Her breath puffs like smoke in the icy night air, and she fumbles with her keys, fighting the stubborn lock.

      A shadow moves behind her, silent and deliberate, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand as I watch his hand reach out.

      She doesn’t see him.

      “Uri! BACK DOOR!”

      I’m already out of my chair, grabbing my gun and sprinting through the back hallway. The sound of my boots pounding against the floor echoes in the narrow space. The steel door looms ahead, stubborn and heavy. I slam my shoulder against it.

      Nothing.

      “Fuck!” I hiss under my breath. I told Anton to grease the damn hinges weeks ago.

      One more full-body tackle, and the door gives way, screeching open. The cold punches me, almost blinding me to the scene in the alley. Viktor has Katya pinned against the wall, his hand gripping her throat, a knife hovering dangerously close to her eye.

      “Katya!” I shout, my voice raw and desperate.

      She twists, trying to break free, but Viktor’s hold is ironclad. Her breath comes out in frantic gasps, visible in the frigid air.

      “I told you there would be consequences,” Viktor growls, his voice a low, menacing rumble. “But your family never listens.”

      “Let her go.” I raise my gun, but my hands are trembling. The barrel wavers, because I know if I take the shot, I’ll hit her. My blood runs cold.

      Katya squirms, trying to kick him, but her movements are restricted.  Did he bind her hands and feet. How the hell did he do that so fast? Her face glistens under the dim streetlight—tears, sweat, maybe both. But he’s keeping her pinned to the wall watching her squirm.

      “Viktor,” I growl, my voice trembling with barely contained rage. “If you hurt her, I swear to God, I will hunt you down and rip you limb from limb.”

      Her struggles weaken. His grip tightens. Katya gasps, a high-pitched squeak, and my stomach twists violently.

      Then an explosion rips through the alleyway.

      Viktor’s body jolts, a hole torn through his head. The force launches him forward, nearly crushing Katya. She screams as he collapses against her, his weight dragging her to the ground. Blood smears her coat as he slides lifelessly to the pavement. Rude ass bastard, couldn’t even die without making a mess of her.

      I turn, my breath catching in my throat. Uri stands a few feet away, his gun still smoking, his eyes blazing.

      “Uri,” I exhale, relief and gratitude mixing in my voice. He doesn’t respond, already stepping toward the destruction he’s made.

      I sprint to Katya, dropping to my knees beside her. “Are you okay?” I ask, my voice frantic. Her lip quivers, her body frozen. I pull her into my arms, cradling her trembling frame against my chest. My heart pounds so hard it drowns out everything else. “Let’s get you inside.”

      Uri approaches, gun still in one hand while the other gently squeezes Katya’s shoulder. “Go. I’ll take care of this.”

      He nudges Viktor’s corpse with his boot, flipping it over. The lifeless eyes stare blankly at me. Uri hums thoughtfully. “Huh. Headshot. Didn’t think I aimed there.”

      Katya's eyes dart toward the body, but I block her view. “Don’t,” I murmur softly, scooping her into my arms. Her weight feels insignificant, but her fragility—that’s crushing.

      I carry her back inside, my pulse pounding in my ears. Every step feels like an eternity. “You’re safe now,” I whisper.

      “I’m sorry,” she chokes out, and her apology tears through me like a blade.

      “No. This was my fault.” I never thought he’d strike so fast. I should’ve sent her home as soon as they walked in the bar, but retaliation is never this efficient.

      Inside my office, I set her gently on the desk. She’s shaking uncontrollably, her breaths coming in shallow bursts. I unzip her coat, scanning for injuries. My hands work methodically, brushing over her arms, her shoulders. Soft fabric, cold skin. No blood. No swelling. Just fear and the early hints of bruising around her neck.

      “Thank God,” I whisper, cupping her cheeks. My thumbs wipe away her tears as I let my forehead linger against hers. “You’re not hurt.”

      Katya nods, but her eyes remain unfocused, darting past me. “I didn’t see him,” she murmurs, her voice small. “I had my earbuds in. I was listening to the new Amanda Chase album.” A faint laugh bubbles up. “Damn you, Amanda,” she mutters, shaking a fist weakly. “With your heartbreaking yet danceable songs.”

      She’s making jokes. She’s okay. The tension in my chest eases.

      “You should give her album a one-star review. Dangerously distracting,” I tease softly.

      Katya gasps in mock horror, pulling back. “How dare you disparage my queen, my mother, my goddess!”

      “My deepest apologies.” I can’t help the grin tugging at my lips.

      Her expression shifts to one of playful suspicion. “Oh no… don’t tell me you’re a Lena Goodlove fan.”

      I shrug, smirking. “Honestly, their music sounds the same to me.”

      “BLASPHEMY!”

      She’s fine. She’s not hurt. She’s making jokes. I didn’t lose her.

      Relief courses through me like a shot of adrenaline, grounding me for the first time tonight.

      “Well, since I offended you so deeply,” I murmur, my voice low, “what can I do to make you feel better?”

      My hand lingers on her cheek, my thumb brushing lightly against her soft, flushed skin. Her warmth spreads to my own skin, warming me… to the point of burning. I tilt her chin gently, forcing her to meet my gaze.

      Her blush deepens, her lips parting slightly. What does she want me to do? Hold her? Kiss her? Lay her across my desk and take what I’ve dreamed about for the past year? The possibilities race through my mind, each one more graphic than the last.

      She leans in closer, her lips grazing mine—a whisper of contact that sets my pulse hammering.

      “I know where the cook keeps his secret stash of ice cream,” she whispers, her voice playful but laced with mischief.

      “Ice cream is what you want?” I ask, barely managing to form the words.

      Her voice lightens, soft and teasing. “Yes. I want to eat ice cream and watch funny animal videos with you.”

      Not quite fucking her, but if this is what she wants, I’m happy to oblige.

      She slides off the desk gracefully, her fingers lacing with mine. “Come on,” She leads me through the hallway to the kitchen. “He gets it imported from Switzerland,” she says.

      Glancing at our entwined fingers, my heart clenches at how perfect and right it feels.

      “And why does he hide it here?” I ask, watching her pull the pint from the back of the walk-in freezer, hidden beneath a stack of frozen meat.

      “Because he’s afraid his wife will find it and eat it.”

      A few minutes later, we’re in the kitchen, huddled over a pint of ice cream with two spoons. The lights hum above us and the stainless steel counters gleam. I laugh, scooping a spoonful. “Gotta have trust in a relationship. No secrets. Especially not hidden stockpiles of ice cream. Secrets kill marriages.”

      She smirks but says nothing.

      I nudge her lightly. “Tell me a secret.”

      She turns her phone toward me, a soft grin on her lips. “Otters are my favorite animal.”

      I arch a brow. “Your favorite animal isn’t a secret. That’s just a fun fact.”

      She rolls her eyes and taps the screen, showing me a video. In it, an otter grabs another otter’s hand, presses it to its mouth, and holds it close. The caption reads: “Otters hold each other’s hands so they don’t float away while sleeping.”

      “That’s sweet,” I say, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth as I take another scoop of ice cream.

      She swipes to the next video. This time, a group of giant river otters attack a caiman, tearing it apart with vicious efficiency.

      “Holy shit, that took a turn,” I blurt, recoiling slightly as she quickly tosses the phone onto the counter. She laughs, the sound light and melodic. “Do you feel better now?” I ask.

      “Better after what? The attack? Or the adorable otter image being completely shattered?”

      I shrug, the corners of my lips twitching upward. “Either, I guess.”

      “I’ll survive.”

      I glance at the pint between us, now half-empty. The room feels warmer somehow. “Good,” I say, nodding. I take the spoon from her hand and slide the ice cream back into the freezer. “It’s late, and you should get home.”

      As we step back into my office, she freezes. Her gaze locks on the blood-soaked coat lying crumpled on the floor. Without a word, I grab my coat from the hook and wrap it around her shoulders.

      “Use mine until I can get yours cleaned,” I tell her softly.

      The coat swallows her small frame, the sleeves dangling far past her hands. Her wide eyes fill with something —gratitude, maybe, or exhaustion.

      “You’re like an otter,” I murmur, smirking. “Cute but dangerous.”

      I half expect a playful retort, a grin, something. But she stays silent as I walk her to her car. The alley is clean. Viktor’s body and any trace of the earlier chaos are gone. Uri did a thorough job.

      Still, I’m not taking chances. I scan her car carefully, my eyes darting to the undercarriage, the seams of the trunk. Everything appears fine, but I open the door myself, checking the interior before motioning for her.

      “Get home safe,” I tell her, my voice quieter than before.

      She steps inside; her expression soft. “Thank you, Dimitri.”

      “Anytime, Katya.”

      Really, my adorable otter. Anytime you need me, I’ll be there.
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      Katya

      

      “Tell me a secret,” he says. Well, which one do you want?

      Do I tell you your girlfriend is screwing half of St. Petersburg’s criminal underbelly—and your brother? That your sister-in-law’s cancer is spreading faster than you think? That you love your nephew with every fiber of your being but can barely look him in the eye because you feel like a failure? That you hate horror movies even though Uri forces you to watch them? Those last two aren’t secrets, but it does feel too personal for me to know.

      Do I admit that your aim is terrible, and if you had tried to fire that gun, I’d probably be dead?

      Should I tell you I defused a bomb from your father’s car last week? That I know about the birthmark on your upper left thigh? And the scar on your chest from a fight that nearly killed you when you were sixteen?

      Or maybe the truth: I’m a U.S. government spy. I’m here to watch your every move, waiting for the day you break a law we actually care about. I’ve been protecting you from the Smirnov Family—who’s been moving in on your territory—because if you’re dead I can’t unearth the kingpin for Majesty. All my intel suggests your family is the one pushing it.

      Or worse—the secret I guard the closest. Every night, I imagine you taking me on your desk during my shift. And I’ve been in love with you for months now.

      I can’t say any of that. My mission is to stop Majesty before it becomes a world wide epidemic. Majesty, the newest designer drug, is extremely addictive and dangerous. If it enters America, people will die, and their blood will be on my hands. Right now, there’s only a few small Russian cells that have access to it, but if I can’t stop its distribution from spreading, the world is doomed. No pressure. And all these cells connect back to Dimitri and the Koslov family.

      I can’t get distracted, can’t allow myself to feel things for Dimitri.

      Focus on the job.

      I mean look what happened when I allowed myself a little indulgence to listen to Amanda Chase.

      The thoughts swirl, toxic and unrelenting. I want to sit in my car and scream, but that would draw attention. Instead, I trudge toward the stairs, my boots echoing loudly in the silence and my chest tightening with each step closer to my apartment.

      The door swings open before I can reach for it. My roommate, Markus, leans against the frame, a shit-eating grin plastered across his face. “Rough night?” he asks, his voice dripping with mock concern.

      The light from the hallway glints off his black-rimmed glasses. At the start of this mission, he tried using contacts, but he hated touching his eye and it took him too long to put in, so went back to his classic look. I’m not sure if the black beanie he’s wearing is his new fashion statement or he just forgot to take it off when he came in. Mouse-brown hair peeks out of his hat, and coupled with his medium build, he could definitely pull off the unassuming intellectual vibe of a decent hacker if he needed to.

      I shove past him, tossing Dmitri’s coat onto the couch without a second thought. Only when I see it there do I remember I’m not wearing my own. Great. Just another thing I’ve screwed up tonight.

      Markus closes the door behind me, his sharp gaze following my every move. Pushing his glasses higher on his nose, he says, “Is there anything you need to say?”

      I grunt, collapsing onto the couch. The tension in my shoulders hasn’t eased since the alley. “Thank you for saving me.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “I’d been following Viktor for the last few hours. Didn’t think he’d circle back so quickly. You could’ve defended yourself.”

      I let out a soft sigh. “If I’d noticed him sooner, maybe. But once he was up on me, there was no way I could defend myself with the cameras watching my every move. I guess I could’ve made the save sloppy as shit, but I didn’t.”

      I’m rambling, desperate for anything to drown out the memory of Viktor’s knife so close to my face. “That soul-crushing bridge in ‘Rain on My Windshield,’ though? So freaking good.”

      Markus blinks, caught off guard by the shift. He laughs, shaking his head. “You’re a mess. But yes, I’ve already got my picks for the next single.”

      “‘Breaking Bars!’” I blurt out, my excitement bubbling up despite everything. “It’s the best song! It’s got that callback to her older catalog. And Kiki’s recurring character? Genius.”

      Markus nods, raising his hand for a high five. “Hell yeah.”

      We slap palms, but the moment dies as quickly as Viktor did. Markus’s expression darkens, his grin replaced by a grim line.

      “Everything is moving fast,” he says, his voice low.

      The chill returns, settling into my bones. The weight of tonight hasn’t left me. If anything, it’s growing heavier.

      When I was first assigned, I thought I was infiltrating a hacking ring. It was supposed to be straightforward—no deep undercover work, just desk duty in the States. But here I am, across the world, neck-deep in chaos. In a way, I’m glad. Being out of the country makes it easier to avoid my ex. And no relationships to get in the way means I can fully focus on the given task. Which is exactly what I have to keep doing, Dimitri and his sexy accent be damned. The field office here is woefully understaffed, not a well-funded operation. We have a million different things going against us, and even going full-bore day after day, it feels like this is going to fail no matter what I do.

      Markus was thrown into the mission at the last minute, too. “Did you report the attack to our handler?” I ask, leaning against the counter.

      “You mean, did I report that you got distracted and almost died?” Markus lifts a brow, his tone dripping with sarcasm, and pushes his glasses up along his nose. “No. I called in the hit and said they were attacking one of the employees. Not a total lie.”

      “What happened to the body?”

      “Uri took care of it. As far as he’s concerned, this was his kill.”

      I suppress a smile, still impressed by how Markus timed his shot within milliseconds of Uri’s. “Where’s his bullet?”

      “Probably in the wall,” Markus replies, shrugging. “But honestly, with the number of bullets back there, good luck figuring it out.”

      What he pulled off is nothing to scoff at, but he treats it like another day at the office. His words settle my nerves even more because I know Markus has my back more than anyone. He’s more than a coworker—he’s my brother and gay soulmate.

      As he speaks, he flips open his laptop and the screen fills with grainy security footage. The video plays, and my stomach tightens. A young woman in a black hoodie and jeans enters the frame from the left—a direction that should be impossible. There’s a wall there. Stepping onto the couch first, she leaps to the kitchen table and then onto the counter in a move straight out of The Floor Is Lava. She pulls a medium-sized bottle from her pocket, and places it back where she stole it from two days ago.

      I should be pissed, but the salsa verde was about to go bad. At least someone’s using it.

      She pauses, winks directly into the camera—a camera that’s hidden inside a ceiling fan—waves, and jumps out of the frame again. The door peeking out of the corner of the frame never opens.

      “Are you sure she’s not one of ours?” Markus asks, his voice unusually serious.

      We both know the answer. We ran background reports on Alana King. She doesn’t exist before the age of nineteen. Her entire history is fake. Someone, somewhere, gave her a new identity, and whoever did it was a world-class hacker. There’s not a single discrepancy in her records.

      “No one fitting her description is in any of the databases we have access to,” I say, frowning at the monitor.

      Hell, I wouldn’t have even looked into her if she wasn’t constantly breaking into my apartment to steal my condiments. And all because I let her cat sit for me once. Big mistake.

      Three years ago, my ex got drunk and bought a cat online from a breeder—a cat I’m highly allergic to. When he bailed on the relationship, he left me with the furball, a vet bill, and a need for a lifetime supply of Zyrtec. Since I had to pack and move to Russia, my neighbor, Alana, volunteered to watch Midge.

      Now, every couple of days she sends me pictures of the cat I hate, gets my mail, and apparently breaks into my apartment ninja style to raid my pantry.

      “Who do you think trained her?” Markus asks, his eyes glued to his laptop.

      “Not one of ours,” I reply, shaking my head. “She’s not connected to any agency, but she definitely seems to know what she’s doing. Whoever she is, she was privately trained.”

      This should set off every alarm in my head, send me spiraling into a little spy tizzy. But it doesn’t.

      Maybe it’s comforting to know my cat sitter could kill a man with a straw or something.

      “Someone elite,” I add, rubbing my temples, trying and failing to hold off a burgeoning headache. “Private. Translation: expensive as hell.”

      Marcus’s field notes lay open next to the computer.  It’s a picture of Sveti and the back of some guy’s head. My stomach knots.  “Does she have a new fuck buddy?”

      It’s one thing that Sveti is cheating on Dimitri, but I hate having the evidence.  My partner closes the folder. “This one is different from her typical bottom-of-the-barrel guys. He’s a silver fox, and wears too much cologne, smells like a dead tree.”  Markus sneers, “Not really my type; he kinda creeps me out.”

      “No, you like guys with short names who have daddy issues.” I nudge him in the shoulder and he lovingly calls me a bitch under his breath. Just like the brother I never had.

      The weight of the day crashes into me. My head throbs, my shoulders ache, and all I want is to sleep or watch reaction videos about Amanda’s new album.

      “I’m off to bed,” I mutter, pushing the laptop away and half stumbling, half dragging myself to my bedroom.

      My room is small, industrial, and, as a spy’s bedroom should, lacks all personality. No personal effects. No pictures, no knicknacks from family vacations. Nothing to connect Katya to Katie—my birth name.

      I sit on my bed. It’s hard with zero bounce. No comfort for me. It leads to relaxation, which can lead to missteps, and I’m already pushing the lines of professionalism. I roll my head to loosen my stiff neck. For a second I contemplate not washing the day away. I would lose the smell of Dimitri’s cologne in my hair.

      My cell phone lights up with a notification that Amanda Chase updated her social media.

      I allow myself one indulgence, one thing that will ease the emotional strain of this job. I can have either a harmless fandom obsession, or the heart and body of a Mafia crime family heir. One will make me happy, cry, and can low-key become my entire personality. The other may destroy the world.

      And at least tonight I’m taking what’s behind door number one: Taking a shower and lying in bed learning the choreography from the newest video.
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      Dimitri

      Half an hour before the club opens, my father and brother sit across from me in a booth, while Uri and Mikhail occupy the seats to either side of me. There’s no mistaking the family resemblance between my brother Damien and our father—same dark hair, same sharp square jawline. Even the way they sit, leaning back with an air of quiet dominance, mirrors each other. They are the perfect models of Bratva: intimidating, intelligent, and utterly ruthless.

      Mikhail isn’t blood. He’s my brother’s right hand man, and our getaway driver if needed. He doesn’t have the same air of confidence that comes naturally to my brother and father. Mikhail has to fake it, acting big and brash. He’s also annoying as fuck. I’m pretty sure the only reason he’s still around is because nobody wants to waste the ammunition it would take to get rid of him. And he is a pretty effective driver under pressure. Plus, if he’s working for us, he’s not telling our tales to others. At least, he shouldn’t be.

      The hum from the heater mingles with the faint clink of bottles being shifted at the bar. The lights are dim, casting long shadows over the empty room, but I can still see Katya moving behind the counter. She’s in her usual uniform, sleeves rolled past her elbows as she stocks the shelves with a practiced efficiency. From here, I can’t tell if she managed to get all the bloodstains out of her shirt. Hopefully she didn’t spend all day doing laundry. Or maybe she has more than one black button down shirt.  She is a girl, sooo that’s plausible.

      It’s only the tenth time I’ve glanced her way. My restraint is remarkable. I should win a trophy for my iron will.

      “Who’s going to clean up this fucking mess?” my father asks, his voice low and deliberate. He leans back, a cigarette dangling from his fingers, its ash threatening to fall.

      “We’ll handle it,” I reply, keeping my tone steady.

      My father arches a brow, unimpressed. “Handle it how?” He leans forward now, his elbows resting on the table. “I don’t like loose ends.”

      Uri shifts beside me, cracking his knuckles. “The body’s gone. The alley’s clean. No one’s talking.”

      My father snorts, sounding even more unimpressed, if that’s even possible. “That’s the minimum. I need you to send a message. You think The Deviant isn’t going to retaliate?”

      “Whatever we do, it’s got to be careful. The Deviant’s wrath took out an entire crime family in Brazil,” I remind them.

      Mikhail slaps my shoulder hard, his grin revealing a gold tooth. “Relax, Dimitri. You're so serious. We’ll handle The Deviant.”

      I don’t respond immediately, my eyes drifting again toward the bar. Katya moves with purpose, her ponytail swaying as she bends to grab something from the lower shelf. She pauses mid-motion, her head tilting slightly as if she senses someone watching her.

      “You thirsty, man?” Mikhail says, his voice cutting through my thoughts.

      God, yes.

      “Waitress! Bring us drinks,” Mikhail shouts, his booming voice echoing in the empty club.

      Katya straightens, her hands freezing on the bottles she’s rearranging.  She glances around the room, her head turning from side to side, as if searching for anyone else who might fulfill the order. The space is empty except for us. She knows that. But still, she hesitates.

      “She’s not a waitress,” I warn, my voice tight. Katya doesn’t take well to being ordered around, especially when it falls outside her job description.

      “This,” Mikhail sneers at me, his lip curling in disdain. “This is why your woman fucks other men. You’re too weak.”

      My jaw tightens, but I don’t respond. I’ve heard the “you’re too weak” line more times than I can count. It lost its sting long ago. Besides, Svetlana’s indiscretions have nothing to do with how I treat Katya.

      Before I can say anything, Uri steps in, his voice calm but firm. “He’s not weak. He’s smart. Smarter than you, Mikhail.”

      Mikhail waves him off dismissively. “Smart? A real man doesn’t need to be smart. A real man takes what he wants.” He turns toward Katya, his tone turning dangerous. “Bitch! Get your ass over here with our drinks!”

      Heat rises along my neck, spreading across my shoulders. My back stiffens, my fingers itching to curl into fists. Mikhail is half-deaf in his right ear. It wouldn’t take much—just a well-placed punch to his temple to leave him completely deaf.

      “Watch your tone,” I growl, my voice low and dangerous.

      Mikhail smirks, clearly unfazed. “Or what?”

      I glance at Uri, whose hand has subtly shifted toward his jacket—always ready, always watching. My brother says nothing, his expression unreadable, but my father’s sharp gaze cuts across the table like a blade.

      “Enough.” My father’s voice carries the weight of command, silencing the room. He flicks the ash from his cigarette and leans back, studying Mikhail with cold disapproval. “Orders have consequences, and you might not like what they are.”

      “And my order was a fucking drink!” Mikhail yells across the space.

      My father doesn’t like to be disregarded. The tension in the room settles, but it lingers in the air we breathe. Katya hears the exchange, lowers her head, and returns to work. She either appreciated what my father said, or is planning to burn the whole bar down for real this time.

      Once she finishes the task she was focused on, she throws a towel over her shoulder and gathers glasses to bring over to us. My father and brother are deep in conversation, discussing shipments scheduled to arrive tomorrow night, engrossed with the profit margins. Neither of them seems aware of the war about to be unleashed.

      “Katya?” Uri’s voice breaks through, adopting a sweet, sing-song tone. “If it isn’t too much trouble, could you please bring me a bag of popcorn, too? Thank you.”

      “What are you doing?” I hiss, leaning closer to him.

      Uri grins, tilting his head toward the bar where Katya is busy fixing our drinks. “I grew up with women like her. I’m enjoying the show.”

      Mikhail huffs, crossing his thick arms over his chest. “Another weakling.”

      My brother snaps out of his conversation, glancing at Mikhail with a smirk. “Weak? His body count is double yours. He cleans his messes, and since he joined us, our business has tripled.”

      The facts hang in the air, undeniable. Mikhail’s sneer deepens, while Uri leans back, his grin widening—poor guy is desperate for any sort of praise.

      “We take what we want,” Mikhail says, his tone laced with disdain.

      But my father interjects, his voice calm and commanding. “Only if it’s cost-efficient. Not all desires are worth the trouble.”

      The faint clink of glasses signals Katya’s approach. She moves gracefully, a tray carrying our drinks and Uri’s requested bag of popcorn balanced on one hand. Her expression is neutral, but her sharp eyes flick between us, taking in the tension.

      Uri stands as she reaches the table, practically bouncing with excitement as he grabs the popcorn. “Thank you so much,” he says, tearing into the bag as he settles back into his seat, wide-eyed, clearly ready to enjoy the chaos.

      Katya leans across the table to hand my father his drink. The faint scent of lavender soap—or maybe shampoo—drifts in her wake, subtle but distracting.

      “Dimitri said last night was interesting,” my father says, his tone probing.

      “Yes, sir,” Katya replies, her voice polite but clipped. Her eyes narrow and her jaw locks, failing to hide her annoyance.

      “I trust the rest of your evening was uneventful,” my father continues as she places a crystal glass in front of my brother.

      This time, Katya flashes him a smile, her expression softening just slightly. I know her tells, she can’t lie to me. “Just an evening doing a deep dive into Amanda Chase’s new album,” she says casually.

      “What, no man to fuck you at home?” Mikhail’s crude laughter makes the rest of the  table uncomfortable. Like when my father farts and the rest of us pretend it didn’t happen.

      Uri inhales sharply, so excited he’s vibrating in his seat, as Katya places a drink in front of me without looking at Mikhail, her movements precise.

      “You don’t need to answer him,” I say quietly, my tone firm.

      “It was never my intention,” she replies, flashing me an icy smile before turning her attention back to her task.

      Mikhail’s hand slithers to her hip like the snake he is, his fingers curling possessively. Katya says nothing, her composure unshaken as she hands Uri his drink. Fuck. I’m going to end up killing Mikhail with my bare hands and Katya will have to burn the bar to hide the evidence. Uri’s grin widens as though he’s watching the first act of a play.

      “We take what we want,” Mikhail says, his hand sliding lower, boldly gripping her ass. “We are the Bratva. Our power means we take whatever—and whoever—we want.”

      I feel the heat rise in my chest, my hand instinctively moving toward my gun. Mikhail’s power won’t protect him from the shot I’m ready to take.

      “Ooooh,” Uri whispers, biting into his popcorn, eyes alight with anticipation.

      Katya turns her attention to Mikhail, her voice calm, her words deliberate. “And because you’re so powerful, you’re entitled to everything you see?”

      Mikhail’s voice drops to a silky, predatory tone. “Yes.”

      What happens next is too fast to process in real time.

      Katya slams Mikhail’s drink on the table, shattering the glass into jagged shards. Before he can react, she grabs the hand still gripping her and presses it hard against the broken rim. Blood wells immediately as the glass cuts into his skin.

      “Men who believe they are entitled to things do not treat those possessions with the same respect as those they’ve had to work for,” she hisses, her voice cold and sharp as ice daggers.

      Mikhail howls in pain, jerking forward to retaliate. But Katya is faster. In one fluid
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