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ONE - Heist



I stood at the pay phone arguing with Dave. It wasn’t a real argument, but we found something real to argue about in semi-hushed tones to make it seem real. The mall cop standing about ten feet down the hallway gave us the stink eye, and for good reason. David Pearson and I looked like trouble, though these days, most normal citizens figured we were lawyers or doctors having a midlife crisis by wearing the leather, sporting the long mustaches and goatees, and getting a shitload of tattoos to complete the part. 

Except lawyers and doctors pretending to be part of a hardcore biker gang didn’t have giant swastikas and lightning bolts on their necks, and plenty more odes to Hitler and his Gestapo crews on other visible parts like forearms and biceps. Dave and I had dressed the part perfectly, authentic enough to fool even a real Death Angel member if we should happen across one (not likely since they were mostly out in California, not here in Houston), and we acted the part perfectly as well. 

Dave was a tall, skinny but chiseled criminal in his mid thirties. I’d known him since doing a sixteen month stint for B&E at Briscoe over in Dilley. Like me, he could act almost any part. He was smart in ways that were amazing, but kind of stupid in others, the main one being his temper. He wasn’t the kind of guy who would just get pissed off and put a gun in your face, but he’d take a swing at anyone he thought was fucking him over. And if you didn’t fight like a man, if you brought a knife or a gun or a gang, he’d find you later and make you pay. On good days, payback meant a trip to the trauma ward at the closest hospital to stop the internal bleeding. On the bad days… it meant a ride in the back of the coroner’s wagon. 

He had on a do-rag with graying pig tails hanging from the bottom, big sunglasses, a huge, white, bushy mustache that seemed to cover half of his face, and a mean looking white goatee that hung down almost eight inches and ended in a sharp point. It had taken him a year to grow all of his hair out like that. The man was serious about his business. The unmistakable swastikas riding up out of his shirt and wrapping around his neck made me cringe a little, but that was the effect we were looking for. If it worked on me, and I’m the one that had Tanya airbrush them on, then they’d be even more authentic for anyone not in the know. 

“You know what, Billy? Fuck you.” Dave’s grin was hiding real anger, and I knew it. “She’s got great tits and a fantastic ass, but she’s as dumb as a broken rock. You’re the idiot for dragging her around behind you all these years.” 

I could feel real anger bubbling up as well, and tried to show just enough to make anyone looking our way, like the mall cop still was, that it was a serious argument and not to get in the middle of the two white supremacist bikers that looked like they might come to blows any second. 

“Listen, asshole,” I said through clenched teeth, “I didn’t ask for your opinion, so keep that shit to yourself.” 

“Look at this fuckin’ mall cop,” Dave said, glancing up for only a second before turning his glare back to me. 

I looked behind me and gave the rent-a-cop an eat shit scowl, then turned back when the cop’s eyes shifted to the door between us and him. 

“I think it’s time,” I said. 

“Regardless,” Dave said, reaching into his leather jacket and wrapping his hand around the butt of his .45, “you need to get rid of her. She’s going to get you caught up in some shit one day that you can’t get out of. And she’ll use your stupid puppy love against you, or whoever has you in a bind will, once they find out you can’t live without her.”

“Fuck off and die,” I said, hearing the click of the security door behind me. 

I pulled out my own automatic and held it against my stomach. If anyone looked at me, they’d think I was texting on a mobile phone. If they looked at me twice, they’d have a third eye. 

“I’m just sayin’,” Dave growled, his face pointed at me, but I knew his eyes behind the sunglasses were watching the door like a hawk. 

“And I’m just saying ‘fuck off and die,’” I said, keeping my head down like I was texting, but my eyes were watching the scene behind me reflecting from Dave’s sunglasses. 

Two suits exited through the door, standing guard in front of it until it snicked shut completely. They gave us hard looks, at least that’s how I interpreted it through the tiny, almost fish eye view I had. 

“Bullshit, you fuckin’ liar,” Dave said, a random yet angry phrase. 

The suits looked the mall cop up and down, the mall cop still staring absolute daggers at us, his hand on his two-way radio as if he were about to call for backup. The cop nodded to the Russian suits and then gestured with his chin toward us, as if to let them know he’d been keeping an eye on us. The suits glanced back one more time then walked by the mall cop. Ten feet beyond, they stopped at the double doors leading to the outside. One of the suits spoke into a mobile phone that had a two-way radio feature. 

The door behind us clicked again as the security lock disengaged, then swung open silently. Two more suits stepped out. One of them looked like a bull that had been shaved, dressed in an Armani, and told to look like he wanted to eat unborn babies right out of the womb. The other was a standard thug type as well, but he had a black briefcase in his right hand, a small duffel bag draped across his chest, the strap over his right shoulder. The mall cop gave a short nod to the two newcomers as they passed by, never taking his eyes off us. 

The instant the two Russians stepped beyond the mall cop, he raised the hand that had the two-way radio in it. Two chunks of black plastic fell away from his hand, revealing a small black .380. He fired two shots into the back of the bull, then two into the one carrying the briefcase. The two Russians at the door were caught by surprise, but the one on the left was quick. He had his pistol out and had pulled the trigger four times before clutching his stomach and rebounding off the door frame behind him. I shot him twice more, his gun falling out of his hand before he pitched forward. Dave’s Russian was down as well. Comrade Henchman hadn’t been as quick as his partner, and had died with his hand on the butt of his pistol. 

“Oh shit, you guys,” Gally cried out. He’d played the part of the mall cop so perfectly that the Russians had never suspected. It helped that he’d been a familiar face for almost six months as a real employee of the mall’s rent-a-cop team. “Oh fuck. I think I’m hit. Guys?” 

Dave shoved me forward and I ran to the suit with the briefcase. I grabbed the handle and pulled it next to me, my gun still at the ready. It took me two tries to get the duffel bag’s strap around the Russian’s head and free. The bull stirred next to the briefcase guy, and I shot him in the side of the head, the noise from the gun no longer noticeable after all the shots that had been fired. Gally was sobbing behind me, Dave whispering to him. 

“Got it,” I said, standing up. 

I looked at Gally. Blood was seeping into his shirt and through his pant leg. It looked like he’d taken one right above the knee, and another in the guts. The worst. I couldn’t imagine the pain of it. Just getting slugged in the stomach could make you lose your lunch and shit blood for a week. 

“Help me up, Billy,” Gally said to me, his eyes pleading.

“We have to go,” Dave said, standing up. 

“Billy… Dave. Help me!” Gally’ s voice rose to a shout. 

It was a pathetic, sob-filled sound that tore me up. I’d started to take a step toward Gally to help him up when Dave shot him twice, once in the face, once in the heart. Before I could say anything, Dave grabbed my arm and ran toward the double doors. We crashed through them and into the side of the waiting minivan. I pulled the sliding door closed as Kenyon calmly pulled the minivan away from the curb and signaled for a turn down one of the parking rows. 

“You motherfucker!” I screamed, my mouth less than an inch from Dave’s nose. “You murderous, insane, crazy, stupid motherfucker!” 

I reared back my fist to hit him, but he shifted his weight and drove his own fist into my stomach, following it up with another to my nose. Before I could get my hands up, he had the barrel of his .45 resting under my chin. The blood from my nose began to coat it, eventually dripping down to Dave’s fingers. 

“Before I put your brains all over the roof,” Dave said calmly, “you better listen up. Gally was a deader. He took one in the guts and one in the knee. We would have gotten killed or pinched if we’d stayed any longer trying to drag his ass out. He’d have left a trail of DNA either way. But worse, if we’d left him alive, he’d have left a trail of names when the cops got him, and then again when the Russians got him. He’d sing like a canary, Billy. You fuckin’ know this. We did him a favor.” 

I slowly leaned back against the sliding door and wiped my bloody nose on my sleeve. Dave crawled across the open space to the opposite wall of the van. We’d removed the middle seats beforehand just to make sure nothing could hinder us during a quick getaway. We’d planned the job properly, but when bullets started flying, you never knew how screwed up everything might become. It wouldn’t look good to be the cause of a big headline like “Minivan Seats Trip Up Murderous Jewelry Thieves” as a story in the crime section of the newspaper. I stared at Dave. The .45 was still pointed at me, but casually, resting on his leg, as if he’d forgotten the gun was in his hand. 

“You fuckin’ murdered him,” I said. 

I didn’t feel like shouting. I looked up at Kenyon’s face. If I hadn’t been so pissed at Dave, I would have busted a gut. Kenyon was our getaway man, and he’d always been a pro. This was his thirteenth job with our crew, which consisted of me and Dave full-time, Gally and Kenyon more often than not these days, and a few others like Stephen and Dana whenever we needed a fifth and sometimes a sixth hand. Kenyon normally sported a badass afro, which made him look like a killer African with the way his eyes would get wider and crazier than you’d think possible whenever he really got mad. He was scarier than any other brother from the hood, and then some. 

Today, Kenyon had on a wig that was mixed black and brown hair, straight, hanging down to his shoulders. The lipstick he wore was so bright it almost glowed, and the way Tanya had made up his face almost fooled me into thinking he was a pretty girl. A pretty girl that weighed a good two-fifty and had done hard time at Huntsville for an assault rap. He’d beaten the double murder charge and avoided Texas’ swift execution schedules. 

“Nice tits,” I said. He turned and gave me a frown, then noticed my eyes were looking at his chest. “Can I play with them?” 

“What the fuck happened?” he shouted, putting his eyes back on the road. 

To everyone in traffic, he’d be just another pretty black woman in a nondescript, featureless minivan. An angry, pretty black woman. I laughed, unable to help myself. I felt like I wanted to cry. 

“Gally bought it,” Dave said, scooting forward a little so he wouldn’t have to shout. He looked down, realized he still had the gun pointed at me, and gave me a sheepish grin as he engaged the safeties and tucked it in the shoulder holster under his leather jacket. 

“What the fuck you mean ‘Gally bought it’?” Kenyon shouted again. “What the fuck, man?” 

“Killer here,” I said, feeling the anger rising once again, “wasted him.” 

“I had to!” Dave shouted. I wondered if he would pull the gun back out and start waving it in my face. “They got him in the guts and the knee. He was bleeding everywhere, and we couldn’t waste time dragging him out. I had to do it.” 

The minivan pulled up to a stoplight. Kenyon looked back at me, the expression on his face sour, which was almost comical considering he looked like he was a prostitute. I shrugged. I didn’t want to deal with it at the moment. 

“You’re bleeding on my carpet,” Kenyon said. He turned back to the traffic in front of him. “I don’t like it, but you did the right thing,” he said over his shoulder to Dave. 

“Fuck you. I don’t need you telling me what I did and didn’t do right.” 

Kenyon burst into laughter. It died out after ten seconds. “He’d have given us up. To the cops, and if not them, definitely to the commies.” 

“Didn’t I just say that? You fuckin’ deaf or something?” Dave asked. No one answered. He looked over at me. “I’m sorry, Billy. I know you guys were pals outside of our thing. But I had to. You know it, or you will once you stop being pissed off at me.” 

“Okay,” I yelled. “I get it. You had to kill him. Jesus Christ, just drop it already.” 

“Seriously, Billy. I’m sorry.” 

“I said drop it.” 

I hung my head between my knees and cried. I’m not usually emotional, but Gally and I had been good friends. Gally and his various girlfriends had hung out with Tanya and me more than just a lot. We’d all been roommates for a while, and even after, we were dope buddies. He could score some of the best weed and smack coming out of Mexico. The weed was great, but even the best Mexi weed was like smoking cow shit compared to the indoor trees that came out of all the medical marijuana states. The heroin, however, was potent enough to kill you if you weren’t paranoid enough. 

Dave scooted over next to me, put his arm around me, and pulled me close. I dried up when we finally made it to our safe house, a place out in Jersey Village on the northwest side. We’d hole up here for a week or so, check the temperature daily as to how hot we might be, divvy up the cash, and let Dave take care of fencing the jewelry. I’d been so torn up that I hadn’t even looked in the briefcase or duffel to see what our score was. 

The garage door rumbled down and Dave scooted away from me so I could open the sliding door. He gave me a grim smile then climbed out and made his way into the house. Kenyon was staring at me from the front seat, his hand still on the keys in the ignition. 

“I wasn’t there, Billy,” he said, his face sad, “and I know you and Gally was like brothers, but you know what would’ve happened.” 

“It doesn’t make it any easier to swallow,” I said, hoping I wasn’t about to start crying again. 

“No, I suppose it doesn’t. I don’t want to sound shitty, but it’s the nature of our business. It’s the risk we take. And just to sound shittier, the only real question is do we give whoever Gally was fucking his share of the take?” 

“No, but we’ll give it to Lana so she can maybe give his kids a better life.” 

Kenyon nodded, his fond memories of Lana the same as mine, no doubt. Not that we’d slept with her, but she’d been a real rock, a proper anchor for Gally that kept him from doing even crazier shit. I guess it was fitting that without her in his life to ground him, he went and got himself killed during a risky jewelry heist that only the most daring would attempt. 

Or stupid. I couldn’t help feeling like Gally dying was just the beginning of a string of bad luck. 



TWO - Cooldown



Tanya ran to me the instant I came through the door from the garage. I tried to hug her with a briefcase in one hand, a duffel bag in the other, but I only ended up jamming a corner of the briefcase into her spine. I kissed her on the cheek and kept walking, deciding right then and there that if Dave said so much as a single snide comment, I’d clock him, gun or no gun. Kenyon followed me in and got a peck on the cheek from Tanya, both following me into the living room. 

The safe house was sparsely furnished, but it had a decent sectional, a flatscreen TV, and fridge full of food, thanks to Tanya. We never really talked about what I did for a living, but she wasn’t so dense as to not notice the bags of money or drugs, or both, that showed up every so often. I spent enough of it on her to keep her happy, but I also did the same for myself, which is why I had to keep pulling jobs like this. The difference these days was that we had graduated from small-time shit to the big leagues. 

We weren’t knocking over armored cars that had twenty million in cash or ganking ten million in furs and antiques, but the old days of robbing liquor stores and street dealers were over. We’d progressed to pawn shops, a pretty risky thing to do, to be honest, but whatever. We were good at it. From there we knocked over a few small jewelry stores, a car dealership that foolishly kept almost six figures in cash on hand, and a lot of business owners taking the nightly deposit bag to the bank. 

Until one night, when we robbed a dry cleaner that we knew was involved in the meth trade. Turns out, the dry cleaner guy was the nephew of Juan Carlos Alvarado, head of the Zaragoza Cartel in Monterrey, Mexico. This was good in the sense that Mr. Dry Clean had been sitting on almost $300,000 in cash. That was on top of the fifty or so kilos of what looked to be top-notch crystal meth. I didn’t delve into the crystal, so I didn’t know, but the guys we sold it to in Wisconsin practically begged us to get more of it. 

We sat on the dope for over a year until we’d burned up the cash, then found a connection as far away from the Mexican network as we could. I suppose we could have sold it up in Maine, but Maine isn’t a big hotbed of tweakers beating up old women for money to get their next fix. Wisconsin wasn’t a huge mecca for crystal either, but our contacts loved it for exactly that fact. They moved it right back out and into the northeast corridor, even farther away from the Mexican cartels in the West and Midwest. 

The bad thing about that job was Jay-Bee got pinched. I guess the consolation prize for him was that he’d finally been allowed to die, and he’d been a stand-up guy, never dropping any of our names. It probably wasn’t a consolation to the four saps that got zapped thanks to Jay-Bee name-dropping them, but he was a good guy, and he protected us. The cartel never found their money or dope, but after whacking five gringos and displaying their heads on open air cafe tables all around Nuevo Laredo, they felt like they’d sent the message:

You got us this time, pendejos, but these gringos, it took them three months to die. You think about that. 

The comical Spanish accent I heard in my head at my brain’s interpretation of the news was countered by the cold fear that made my balls try to crawl up into my asshole when I saw the pictures of Jay-Bee’s head sitting on a cafe table. A cafe that looked exactly like the kind of place a tourist might take his family, if the tourist was stupid enough to vacation in a place like Nuevo Laredo, where the cartels were more powerful than the police and the national army combined. 

Once we’d burned through the cash from selling the dope, and it was a lot of dope, we moved on to more of the same. Jobs that would last us six months to a year before we’d have to work again, which meant six months to a year on top of that before we’d actually make the score. Dave and I were the right kind of paranoid. We planned our jobs like Kasparov planned his next sixty-four chess moves. We couldn’t plan for everything, but in the months leading up to the job, we’d think of as many things as possible that could and probably would go wrong, and try to come up with solutions. 

Sometimes the solutions would be to plan an extra getaway route, or have someone start a fire a few blocks away for a diversion, but sometimes there were so many potential problems that to counter all possibilities, each of us would have to be strapped down with two hundred pounds of gear, with more on a cart, and three different getaway cars. On those jobs, we simply kept our wits about us and weathered the constant crawling sensation across our skin of the anticipation that everything was about to blow up in our faces. It never did, because we’re professionals. Except today. We were as professional as any legendary crew had ever been, less than forty seconds on the clock once the bullets started flying until Kenyon pulled away from the curb, and still shit blew up in our faces. Gally was dead. 

So were four Russians, but who gave a shit about those assholes? They all probably deserved it. All the rumors about how they brought in underage Russian and Eastern European girls to work in underground brothels? That was all true. I hated that shit, but Dave was especially passionate about wanting to infiltrate each one we could find and kill every Russian (and any pedos that happened to pick that unlucky day to fuck fifteen year old girls), and free every poor teenager trapped inside. I was of the same mind, but both of us knew that no matter how much we planned, we might as well assault Ft. Hood with plastic spoons. 

Besides, I wasn’t the killer that David Pearson was. He’d been dropped into Iraq with his Airborne mates during the first Gulf War, and had spent some time doing real mercenary shit in the Congo after. By the time 9/11 and Afghanistan rolled around, he’d already been branded a felon, and he’d never have passed the drug test anyway. But he would have been one hell of a soldier in a free fire zone like Iraq or Afghanistan. I don’t know how many notches were on his gun just here in Texas, but it was a lot. 

The Russian I’d aced was number five in my lifetime body count. I never felt good about it, but I didn’t feel too guilty for too long because of the type of people that they’d been. I couldn’t find it in my heart to feel bad that I’d sent a drug dealer or pimp or a cartel thug off to meet his maker. 

I mean, I did, but not like if I’d killed a kid or a woman. Hell, just an innocent bystander. I’d always told myself that in each situation, it had been me or him, and as long as I still had my wits about me, it would always be me that lived. So far, that philosophy, or lie, whatever it was that I made myself believe, it had worked. Today would be no different, especially when I thought of what they would have done to Gally or any of us if we’d been unsuccessful. 



***



Let me tell you about these Russian assholes, who most assuredly aren’t innocent bystanders. David, Gally, Kenyon, and I had been planning this job for almost two years. We’d always avoided the big syndicates as too risky, with too many fingers in too many pies. Translation: They knew cops and informants on the street, and it was only a matter of time before they found you. And your family. And your family’s family. 

We held up a mid-level dealer one night, a mouthy Russian punk driving a Beamer, listening to that Eurotrash shit at full volume like an idiot, three thousand Dilaudid pills and ten thousand Hydrocodone tabs bundled up in the back seat. Dave, not liking the kid’s smartass replies, and me, not liking the annoying way the kid said English words with his goddamn Russian accent, gave him a good working over. 

I guess he thought we were going to kill him, and launched into a jumbled tale of a huge money laundering operation that was run by Anatoli Baryshev, the regional head of the Dolgoprudninskaya. The Dolgos were the second largest crime organization in Russia, and had a major presence here in Houston. Something about working with the cartels across the border, which was weird, since the Russians typically hated everyone, especially everyone with dark skin. 

After reports of some of the fighting in the streets of Nuevo Laredo, Monterrey, Matamoros, and Ciudad Juarez between rival cartels where fully automatic AK-47’s, grenades, and Russian RPG’s had been used, it wasn’t so weird. Both sides were getting a major cut of something or other, and the Zaragoza cartel was quickly consolidating power in northern Mexico. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together if you had a pulse.

This kid, he spewed shit like this for almost an hour. It became a joke for Dave and I, and even Gally as well, as we’d think up some new, terrible torture that we’d threaten the kid with, and he’d belt out another tune detailing some operation or other that Baryshev either outright ran, or had a major hand in. Near the end, one of the kid’s tales caught our attention. We coaxed it out of him, then Dave took him out into the desert and shot him in the head, reminding us that after all the kid had spilled, we’d eventually get a visit from an Ivan or two if we let him go. 

Anatoli Baryshev was the head of the Dolgoprudninskaya in eastern Texas, but the real power was Gennady Konovalov. Gennady was a rich Texan-Russian, as he liked to call himself, who wanted to make his state a better place to live for all. Konovalov donated a shitload of money to all kinds of charities and historical preservations and such. He was such a friend to Houston that he’d received not one, not two, but three keys to the city in his lifetime. He was the classic American immigrant success story. 

Gennady, his father Fyodor Konovalov, and his mother Dunya, had defected to the West in 1974 after a courageous escape across the Berlin Wall. A photographer who regularly sat twelve stories up in an apartment building next to the wall and watched for just this sort of thing had captured the classic image of Fyodor handing his little Gennady up to Dunya at the top. That picture ended up being the cover of Life Magazine back when it was still around. 

America granted them political asylum and moved them to the Houston area, where Fyodor was visited twice a week, until the Berlin Wall fell, by CIA handlers. Fyodor had been a high-ranking member in the Party back in Moscow. In Houston, he was a small time jewelry craftsman, the career he’d always wanted and had persuaded the State Department to help him get started in.  

But what no one other than Dunya knew, and later when Gennady was old enough to carry on the family business, was that Fyodor was a KGB plant, a double agent. He’d been allowed to “escape” over the wall, and had even engineered the whole thing to make sure the photographer that always stationed himself in the Reinsdorf Apartments on the western side of the wall would be able to capture the dramatic struggle to get over the wall before being cut down by the .50cal machine guns in the guard towers. 

What the KGB didn’t know, was that Fyodor Konovalov had become a quickly rising star within the Dolgoprudninskaya syndicate, a new criminal operation that had started as a KGB front and had quickly morphed far beyond even the reach of the Directorate. The Dolgos quietly excluded or forced out the KGB until there were none left, then formed a plan to set up shop in America, where the real money was. 

Fyodor’s desire to be a jewelry craftsman seemed like a quaint hobby to the CIA handlers that helped set everything up for the Konovalovs in Houston. It had actually been a plan in the making for almost a decade. It was a perfect front because of the high value items that moved in and out of the small jewelry shop, and as the Dolgos became more established, the business expanded. 

By the time Gennady took it over, the “Timeless Jewels” chain had a store in every mall in eastern and central Texas, with a few high-end luxury boutique shops in downtown Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio, and the company’s yearly income was in the tens of millions of dollars. The more money the business made, the easier it was to launder larger and larger amounts of cash that came in from the shadow operations. 

Soon enough, the major players in the Southwest were laundering their money through Konovalov’s jewelry stores. Even the rival Solntsevskaya syndicate was willing to pay the fee to launder money through Gennady’s empire. The feature that made Timeless Jewels so popular was the fact that it was almost entirely legitimate. Not just legitimate, but it actually made Gennady and the Dolgos even more money. 

See, the Dolgos, back when they planned all of this out, had set up shop in a few places in Africa. It was easy when your Russian government pals were supplying the various strongmen with tanks, planes, and AK-47’s. They’d scheme with local warlords to basically enslave local populations to work in the precious metals and diamond pits. Then they’d take the raw materials and make fine jewelry. The jewelry would get shipped to Western Europe, Brussels or Paris were popular locations, where another shell company that the Dolgos owned had jewelry wholesale operations. 

The international buyers from Timeless Jewels would fly to Europe and spend a few days telling the wholesalers how much to box up and send. The jewelry would enter the country, with more than a few import agreements that were made in backrooms after a few palms had been greased, making this part a breeze. The goods would be delivered to the Timeless Jewels distribution center, where it was cataloged, photographed, and appraised by the insurance companies. Once it left the distribution warehouse, it was sent to the various stores around Texas, where it was “sold” to “customers” that were in on the scheme. 

The supposed sale money was really just drug money, prostitution money, or money from many other operations that various criminal elements had going on. The jewelry would be documented, the purchaser’s insurance company notified, who would send an agent out to verify the item and its value. Once all of that was taken care of, six months, a year, sometimes longer, a burglar would break in and “steal” the “victim’s” expensive jewelry. The victims would file a police report first, then an insurance claim. 

In reality, once the ring or necklace or whatever it was had been verified by the insurance company and the policy written, the item would go back to the jewelry store, and when enough pieces came back, they were boxed up and shipped back to Timeless Jewels’ warehouse. Every other month, the jewelry was consolidated down to a single box and smuggled out of the country, back to Africa, where it was easy to bypass customs if the local warlords controlling the airstrips were paid enough to look the other way. Once back in Africa, the jewelry would be disassembled, smelted down, and new items would be created so the insurance companies wouldn’t become suspicious. 

When the business of laundering money became too big for even Timeless Jewels to handle, Gennady panicked, paranoid that the Feds were going to show up any moment and haul him to federal prison. Then along came the internet, and Gennady Konovalov’s prayers had been answered. With the internet and a cheap shopping cart page, he could sell far more jewelry, and more importantly, it could be spread all over the country. 

Dolgo members in hundreds of cities recruited husbands, wives, single men and women, persons of all races and religions, to buy the expensive pieces with Dolgo money, go through the process of making everything legit, then allowed their homes to be burglarized in the future. For the lackey, it was an easy month’s work for a cool twenty thousand in cash and usually a very small percentage of the insurance money. 

The Dolgos tended to recruit from the affluent but troubled sectors. Men with gambling problems, women with addictions, married couples with kids in rehab or college were the types that would gladly do a little insurance fraud to make an easy twenty grand. Of course, the oft-spoken threat of genealogical extermination helped procure agreements, guaranteeing both discretion and silence. 

Konovalov’s crews, they made bank. They got a 20% cut right off the top, excluding the taxes that the cities, the counties, the Great State of Texas, and the United States government extracted. The clients had to pay the tax, but they were more than willing to pay a little extra to launder money that had an almost airtight legitimacy about it. 

To the Russians, taxes were just another shakedown, something they were intimately familiar with. Since they passed the tax on to the client and still made their cut, it was worth it to give the government mafias a piece of the action to guarantee that none of the government mafias ever sent a snooping dog in their direction. After 9/11 and the Patriot Act, laundering money became extremely chancy, so having a legit pipeline to run it through made the process worth it. 

It was an unbelievable, impossibly large, extraordinarily complex operation, and it was based right here in Houston. And this kid, this annoying little fucker who never shut up even after we gagged him so we could talk about it (before Dave decided to shut him up permanently), he walked us right through it as if he’d helped draw up the plans. 

His uncle was a brother-in-law to Gennady, and like all worthless in-laws, he got drunk and blabbed to the kid and the kid’s brother every chance he got. The uncle was so proud of being part of such a smooth, secret operation, that he had to tell someone. More likely, though the kid didn’t say it, but Dave and I knew how Russians were, the uncle couldn’t help bragging to them, to show them that he was the bigshot, that they were little piles of shit to be stepped in. These fuckin’ Russians loved to tell each other how powerful, how important, how intelligent they were, as if they were psyching themselves up for the big game or something. 

The kid had been so afraid for his life that he thought it would get him a pass to give us the most sacred of information. I felt bad for the kid, but he played the game, and he knew the rules. It helped that I didn’t have to dirty my hands, nor even be a witness. Dave was a homicidal maniac, but he knew that while I was hard, I wasn’t that hard. It was just one more reason I hated him, yet loved him like a brother. There was no one I was more afraid of, and yet no one I’d rather have watching my back when shit went down. 



*** 



I put the briefcase on the coffee table, the duffel next to it. I grabbed Tanya by the hips and pulled her down to the sectional with me. She handed me a joint and a lighter, and gave me a wink before getting up and going into the kitchen to get us something to drink. Kenyon sat down in the only chair, a bottle of homemade beer already sweating in his hand. I heard a toilet flush, then Dave came back into the living room and took a seat to my left. 

I watched him stare at Tanya the whole time she was in the kitchen, even all the way back to the sectional, but I said nothing. I was sure part of his hate for her was that she’d never let him talk her into sleeping with him. Dave and I had fought a few years ago after he’d tried to talk her into a blowjob and decided he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He’d tried a few more times over the years, but he’d learned how far he could push it, and kept it just behind that line. 

“Open that shit up, Ali Baba,” he said after Tanya sat back down. 

I reached out and opened the duffel, then turned it upside down. Stacks of hundred dollar bills fell out along with a bundle of strange papers in a foreign language. 

“Holy shit,” Kenyon said at the sight of the money. 

“Holy shit is right!” Dave exclaimed, picking up the papers. “Do you know what these are?” 

“No clue,” I said, fanning a stack of bills next to Tanya’s face to make a breeze. 

“These are government bearer bonds,” he said, thumbing through them. “Germany, France, Belgium...” His voice trailed off as he flipped through another stack. 

“English, motherfucker,” Kenyon said in his best Samuel L. Jackson imitation. 

“Okay,” Dave said, looking up, “a bearer bond is like an IOU. Like a government bond. Except they’re anonymous. There’s no registration required. Bearer bonds are worthless, for the most part, since if the company that issues them goes kaput, there’s no one to collect the IOU from. On the other hand, government bonds, especially from first world countries like these are from, are always payable.”

“So how much?” Kenyon asked, Dave’s explanation of Wall Street shit visibly boring him. 

“Looks like half a million dollars’ worth.”

“No shit?” I said, putting out my hand. 

He laid a stack in my palm and I thumbed through them. They were all in languages I wasn’t fluent in. I had no real idea what the bonds were or how such a thing worked, but if Dave did, it was as good as getting paid. The fact that he knew what they were meant his brain had already begun grinding away, thinking of the different contacts he had that could cash them in. 

“Yeah. See, the USA, they know this kind of shit is like the Easy Button for money laundering, so they made some laws back in the seventies and eighties that pretty much killed the bearer bond market. Here. But not in Europe and other places. Not these ones, anyway.”

“Great,” I said. “So we’ve got $211,500 in cash, $500,000 in these bond things, and whatever is in the briefcase.” 

“Let’s see that shit,” Kenyon said, leaning forward. He didn’t strike me as the type that had a hard-on for jewelry, but he knew who we’d hit, and he knew they didn’t dink around with small-time stuff. 

I got up and grabbed the Dremel from the shelf in the garage and went back to the living room. I plugged it in, made sure the cutting wheel was up to snuff, then cut the locks. I shut down the Dremel and laid it on the coffee table next to the briefcase. I took a breath, looked around, then lifted the lid. The four of us gasped loud enough to startle each other, which caused us all to laugh. 

Inside the briefcase wasn’t the couple hundred thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry we were expecting. I wasn’t an appraiser, so I had no idea, and neither did Dave or Kenyon, nor Tanya, but it was definitely the jackpot. I guessed we had almost a million in jewelry. Kenyon said a million and a half. Tanya guessed a million based on my guess, as if she were playing The Price Is Right. Dave smiled and said at least two million, which meant we might have another half million to a million dollars to split up once it was all fenced. 

We were all wrong. There was over seven million dollars’ worth of jewelry in the briefcase, and another million in loose diamonds in a fake compartment. I told you, Dave was smart in a lot of ways, and knowing how to expose hidden treasures was one of them. Of course, we didn’t know how much the jewelry was worth then, we just knew it was a cause for celebration. And celebrate we did. For almost three straight days we partied like there would never be another party thrown for the rest of eternity. 

On the fourth day, we sobered right the fuck up. Word had gotten out that Alexi Nikolayev Petrovski was looking for us. Not “us” as in David Pearson, Billy Jensen, and Kenyon Harrison, but “us” as in “the walking dead men who robbed Gennady Konovalov.” The temperature was getting hot, hotter than we’d expected. We knew the Dolgos were going absolutely insane with rage trying to find out who had been responsible. To have the Solntsevskaya crews sniffing around on top of the Dolgo heat was the kind of thing that made my paranoia kick into overdrive. 



THREE - Holed Up



I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. I almost felt naked without the biker tattoos and facial hair. I definitely felt naked with a shaved head. Tanya poked her head in the bathroom, a standard pout on her face. She was mad that we didn’t stay in bed all day, and she was mad that we were stuck in the safe house for a couple of weeks. She was mad about everything except when we were naked, sweating, and grunting like rutting pigs. Hell, she was probably even mad then. 

“I’m tired of being locked up in this house,” she whined. It wasn’t really a whine, but it sounded like one to me since I was already irritated. “I want to get out for a while.” 

“You’re right,” I said. She opened her mouth, then closed it, as if expecting me to say no so she could begin a new argument. I smiled at her then looked back at the mirror, watching her in the reflection. “We need some groceries, smokes, rolling papers, and a couple of pizzas. I’m dying for pizza. None of us can go, but you can.”

“I don’t want to be your errand girl. I have things to do too, you know.” 

“Like what?”

“Things. Stuff.”

“You ain’t got shit to do,” I growled, turning from the mirror and rushing at her. I caught her around the waist with my hands and kept charging forward to the bed, landing on top of her when the back of her knees hit the mattress and she fell backward. “Tell me what you have to do, and I’ll think about letting you do it.”

She squirmed under me for a few seconds before realizing I had her pinned. “I want to get my hair done. My nails. I need some shoes. I want a latte.” Her expression was sour, but she was breathing heavy. 

“Your hair is fine,” I said, leaning down until my face was inches from hers, “you can buy nail polish at the store, you have a million pair of shoes already, and you don’t even know what a latte is.” 

“Fuck you,” she said, squirming again when I began to kiss her neck. “If I let you, can I at least get my hair done?” she asked in my ear, her voice husky and low. I sat up, laughing, which only made her struggle more.

“If you let me? That’s pretty rich coming from the girl who’s already had it twice this morning.” 

“You made me,” she said, trying to scowl, but unable to stop the grin from spreading across her lips. “Bastard.” 

I laughed even harder, and she bucked, forcing me off her, then mounted me and held my wrists above my head. She began to kiss my cheek, then neck, then my chest. I couldn’t believe I might be going for number three in less than three hours, but there was something about her that I couldn’t resist, I couldn’t live without. She let go of my wrists as her kisses began to trail down my stomach.

Dave hated her, but the hate was centered around the fact that I was addicted to Tanya Tanner, high school sweetheart, ditzy, yet undeniably attractive. She wasn’t the classic type of beauty that made men long for extended chivalric romance. She was the kind of dirty, lust-inducing, topless dancer that you’d pay almost any price just to feel her naked skin against yours for a single night, a single hour. She wasn’t stupid, but she just wasn’t the type of girl that could stay afloat in a conversation about anything beyond her favorite television shows, music, movies, restaurants, things like that. 

I didn’t care. I took her virginity in high school, and as far as I knew, I was the only man that had ever been granted that single night, that single hour with her. I paid for it by being annoyed by her more than I should have, and from Dave, who was relentless when he got in a mood. She’d stabbed him in the thigh with one of her high heels one night when he was being a complete asshole in front of her, ranking her out to me as if she wasn’t sitting two feet away. 

He was still relentless, but only when she wasn’t around. I hated that they didn’t get along, but I’d given up trying to mediate between them a long time ago. Dave knew I wasn’t going to dump her, especially after she passed the impromptu test of not getting on her knees for him, and she knew I wasn’t going to boot Dave from my crew. I couldn’t anyway, since without Dave, there was no crew. 

I felt her lips, the light touch of her tongue slide below my navel, then her mouth slowly take me in. I sighed, leaning my head back, and was soon arching my back above the bed. Once the stars stopped popping in front of my eyes, I looked down. She’d laid her cheek against my thigh and was staring at me. The way her eyes seemed to grow lighter in my imagination when she looked at me like that, as if they were glowing to let me know just how much she loved me, always made me weak. 

“Go get our shit first,” I said, propping myself up on my elbows. “Then you can go get your hair done, your crotch waxed, your back shaved, and your fangs dulled.” 

Tanya giggled then nipped the skin of my inner thigh with her teeth. “Thank you, Daddy.” She leered at me as if ready to take me on again. 

“Gross.”

She liked to creep me out sometimes by saying stuff that was just plain wrong. It was a joke we’d shared a long time, and I couldn’t even remember where it had originated from. 

“I’ll be back by dark,” she said, standing up. I rolled over onto my side and watched her walk into the bathroom. Since we were the only couple, we got the master bedroom and bathroom. It was probably another strike against Tanya for Dave. 

“Don’t go back to Houston,” I said. “Stay the hell away from the old neighborhoods.” I heard her lower the toilet seat, followed by the sound of her relieving herself few seconds later,. 

“Don’t watch me!” she yelled when I peeked around the door, causing me to leer at her. “Gross!” 

“Did you hear me? Get your shit done out here. There’s plenty of hair places, shoe stores, grocery stores, nail salons, whatever you need.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I heard you.” 

“I mean it, Tanya. Don’t go anywhere near Houston. Stay out here in the burbs, and don’t put on so much goddamn makeup you look like you’re trolling for meat at the truck stop.” 

“Billy!” 

“Well, I think it makes you look hot as fuck, but it also makes you stand out like a fat guy at an Anorexics Anonymous meeting.”

“Billy! You’re going to hell for that!” 

“Probably so,” I said, rolling onto my back. I was pretty sure I’d be going to hell for the five bodies I’d racked up before any other infraction I’d committed in life. 



*****



“When is your wife coming back? I want pizza.” Dave always started small, innocent, then built his way up. 

“Soon, son,” I said. I reached over and ruffled his hair like an 80’s TV dad would, keeping my temper in check.

“She get lost or something?” 

I could feel my anger starting to burn. “Maybe. Who cares. There’s shit to eat in the fridge and in the pantry.” 

“Yeah, but I want pizza. And some brews. And we need rolling papers.” 

“Okay, man. Fuck. She’ll be back when she gets back. You’re starting to sound like a child with your whining.” 

Dave grinned at me. He looked over at Kenyon, who did his best to pay us no attention, engrossed in a baseball game on the television. 

“Hey, Kenny, you—”

“Man, fuck you,” Kenyon said, cutting Dave off. “Don’t get me involved in your bullshit. I’m already stir crazy. I might get STIR CRAZY if you white people push me too far.”

I laughed. Dave joined in, but didn’t say anything more for a while. We watched the Rangers get a beatdown from the Mariners for another four innings before I heard my stomach at the same time I felt it. 

“Pizza. I want pizza. Pizza pizza pizza pizza.” Dave stood up and began to dance around, chanting in a childlike voice. 

I opened my mouth to tell him to shut the hell up, that I was about to call her and find out where she was, when my phone rang. I stared at it for a few seconds, TANYA splashed across the screen along with a picture of her face. I suddenly felt full of dread, even though I knew she probably had gotten lost in the burbs. I picked it up and answered it.

“BILLLLEEEEEEEE!” the wail came through the little speaker at ear-bursting volume. 

I felt my armpits begin to grow damp, my legs begin to shake, and my stomach begin to turn over. I heard a small tussle as the phone changed hands, then a strong, calm, authoritative voice in my ear. 

“Comrade Billy,” the voice said, “It is good to finally meet you. Well, at least talk, for now. How have you been, Billy?” 

“Who the fuck is this?” I shouted into the phone, the panic in my voice too obvious. I needed to be calm, to be strong, to be Quarterback Jensen for her. It took my thumb three tries to hit the speakerphone button so Dave and Kenyon could hear.

“Ah, my apologies, Billy Jensen. I am Alexi Nikolayev Petrovski.” 

I didn’t so much as sit down on the sectional as fall ass-first into it. I wondered if I had turned as white as Dave, who looked like he’d been bleached. Kenyon looked almost gray at hearing the name. 

“You have heard of me, yes?” the head of the American Solntsevskaya crime syndicate said. 

I nodded, forgetting that I was having a phone conversation. “Yeah, I’ve heard of you,” I said after I’d realized he couldn’t see me. 

“Good, good,” Petrovski said, his Russian-accented English sounding as if it had been soaked in butter. “The reason I have contacted you, Billy, is that one of my friends recently had some trouble.” 

“Is that so?” I asked, barely getting the words out. 

“Da, that is so. This friend, he lost some very valuable items, and four of his best men, well, they are no more.”

“And?”

“Come now. Gally gave you up. Not you, but your friend Mr. Pearson.” 

“Bullshit,” I said a little too quickly. “Bullshit. Gally would never give us up. There’s nothing to give up.” 

Petrovski laughed. “We both know that’s not true. But to ensure that you understand that I’m not making this phone call just to waste my time talking to a small-time con who has spent the last ten years knocking over corner dealers and gas stations, I’ll let you know that your friend Gally’s fingerprints came back from TCIC. It was very easy to find out where Comrade Rhineheart spent his social and leisure time.” 

Petrovski laughed again, as if we were idiots for thinking we could hide from him.

“Your associate, Dana Carpenter, he was the one to finally connect Gally to Mr. Pearson. For his help, we let him go… quickly. Without pain. It is nothing to connect Mr. Pearson to you and Mr. Harrison.” 

Kenyon looked even paler at hearing his name come out of Petrovski’s mouth. 

“What do you want?” I asked, knowing the real answer was to find us, torture us, then kill us. 

“I would like to meet the brave, cunning, yet foolish individuals who could put my friend into such a fury. Meet me at my office tomorrow at noon. All of you. I don’t need to explain why it is important that you do not miss this meeting, do I?” 

“No,” I whispered. 

“Good. Do svidaniya.” 

The call ended. I dropped the mobile into my lap. I wanted to scream, to rage, to find a gun and kill the Russian and all of his thugs. I wanted to put a knife into his eye, feel it sink all the way to the hilt, listen to him scream. A few deep breaths later, and I was more rational. Petrovski hadn’t hurt her, at least he wouldn’t as long as we did exactly as he instructed. Besides, it was some Rambo shit to think I, even the three of us, could storm the East-Tex Bank tower downtown, fight our way to the 72nd floor, waste all of his thugs and bodyguards, rescue Tanya, and kill Petrovski without taking a scratch. We’d be annihilated before we even reached the elevators in the lobby. 

“Fuck that,” Dave said. I looked at him, confused. “I’m not going. Neither are you.”

“What the fuck do you mean you aren’t going?” I felt myself preparing to launch from the cushion at him so I could wrap my hands around his throat. 

“I mean, I’m not going. None of us are. We have all the money, the bonds, the jewelry. He’s got shit, and besides, he’s the Solntsevskaya boss. They hate the Dolgoprudninskaya.”

“What do you mean we aren’t going?” I asked again. Kenyon had turned the TV off and was watching us from his chair. 

“Open your ears, Billy. We aren’t going. We have all the cards, and this motherfucker isn’t going to swoop in and take them from us. Fuck him, fuck Anatoli Baryshev, and fuck Gennady Konovalov. They can all kiss our asses.” 

“David,” I said, my teeth grinding as I tried to keep my voice even, steady, “I’m going. I don’t give a shit what you think, I’m going. He’s got her. What do you think he’s going to do if we don’t show up? Just say ‘oh, well, maybe next time, comrade!’?”

“Jesus Christ,” Dave said, the disgust drowning his words. “Jesus fuckin’ Christ. I knew it would come down to this one day. Your stupid whore gets pinched by the most powerful fucking mobsters in Texas, probably the fuckin’ country, and you’re gonna go do what? Rescue her? Snitch Kenny and I out just to get your fuckin’ skank back? A dumb cunt who is so stupid she prob—”

I screamed as I literally flew at him. His army reflexes were still honed to perfection, and he stepped aside while chopping down with his elbow, catching me in the middle of my back. It stung to the point I couldn’t feel my legs, then my chin hit the hardwood floor, making my jaw slam shut. The world went white for a few seconds as my brain rattled around, my teeth aching, blood oozing from the cut where my chin collided with the floor. I started to get up but felt the cold barrel of a gun against my neck. 

“You’ve got two choices, Billy,” he said, not breathing hard at all. His voice was so calm that it scared me. This was Dave’s psycho voice, and I’d only heard it just before he aced someone. “You can get off this floor, get your shit, and we’ll bail, drive to L.A. or New York or Minneapolis, wherever. Maybe catch a private boat to some islands where they don’t care too much about visas and passports and all that. 

“Or you can make Kenny watch your face and the contents of your skull paint the floor and the wall. I’m not fucking around with you anymore. I’m not giving up my cut, and I’m damn sure not going within a hundred fuckin’ miles of that cocksucker just to save the dumb bitch you should have ditched a long time ago. I told you she’d get you caught up in some shit you couldn’t get out of. Now look at you.” 

“Fuck you,” I said, tensing as I waited for him to pull the trigger. “I’m going to get her, with or without you.” 

“Billy,” Dave said, his laugh sounding maniacal, “you can’t go anywhere if you’re dead.” I heard the hammer lock back. “I guess that’s your choice then?” 

“Put the gun down, Dave,” Kenyon said. His voice was low, dangerous, and he sounded close. 

Dave looked back and saw Kenyon in a shooter’s pose, pistol aimed at his center mass. 

“Don’t tell me you’re stupid enough to follow this dumb fuck into the lion’s den.” 

“It don’t matter how stupid I am,” Kenyon said, chambering a round in his gun. “Put your shit away before I put you away.” 

“Man, fuck you,” Dave said. I felt the barrel of his automatic dig into my neck a little deeper. “You gonna shoot me?” 

“I will, and I won’t regret killing a dumb motherfucker like you. You think going to L.A. or New York or Aruba or to fucking Jupiter will save your ass? These guys are global. Use your fuckin’ head, Dave. Cool off and think about it.” 

“No,” Dave said. “I’m tired of being the bitch. We’ve got a couple million dollars. We could easily disappear, go off the grid.” 

A muffled noise interrupted whatever Kenyon was about to say. Dave reached into his pocket and stared at the screen. He took the gun from my neck and sat down on the floor next to me. Kenyon watched him for a moment before lowering his pistol. Dave looked like someone had taken a hammer to his testicles. 

“What?” I asked, tempted to slug him while he was distracted, take his pistol, and beat him with the butt of it until I felt drained of the poisonous hate that filled me. 

Dave turned the screen around so I could see it. It was a small picture on a phone screen, but I could make out a house, a driveway, a kid’s BMX bike propped up against the garage door, and a few toys in the front yard that signified that a boy and a girl lived there. 

“Lana,” I said, feeling sick again. Someone was parked out front of Gally’s ex-wife’s house. 

Another ding on his phone made him nearly drop it. He swiped the screen and looked at the next message, another picture. This one was from a different phone number, but the scene was almost the same. Another house in a nice neighborhood, a newer Honda in the driveway, two bikes piled up in the lawn in the way that kids leave them when racing off on foot to do something else. 

“Who lives there?” I asked. 

“Jesus Christ,” Dave said, his voice barely audible. “Jesus Christ, they’re sitting in front of Stacey’s house.” 

I almost did puke. Stacey was Dave’s sister, the only ties he had to a normal world, a normal life that didn’t involve either killing terrorists in far away countries, or killing drug dealers and other lowlifes in southeast Texas. Like Lana was for Galley, Stacey was the rock, the anchor, the home base for Dave. He stayed away from her as much as he could, not wanting her to ever be implicated by association, but more likely, he didn’t want to feel guilty, like she was judging him for his lifestyle choice. Stacey, as far as I knew, would never say a word, would always support Dave, but the guilt and shame in him refused to believe it. 

Two minutes later, Kenyon’s phone dinged. His was a picture of his nine year old daughter at a park near his place, the outline of the girl’s mother, one of Kenyon’s many girlfriends he’d had children with, visible just to the left. We were officially fucked. I started laughing. Not the fun kind of chuckle, but the type of braying laughter that cartoon donkeys were famous for. I couldn’t stop laughing until I started crying. We were so fucked. 



FOUR - Meeting



The ride up to the 72nd floor was crowded. I’m not sure what the trend is in Moscow, but apparently in Houston, it’s to wear as much fucking cologne as possible. The four thugs in the elevator car stared daggers at us the entire ride, but I paid little attention to them. All I could think of was whether or not they might have removed one of Tanya’s toes, a nipple, maybe an eye? Shit, maybe a kidney. I’d heard rumors that the Russians were into black market body parts. 

Dave spent the whole ride almost nose to nose with one of the brutes, glaring at the man as if challenging him to a duel. I nudged him once but he was too caught up in whatever was going on in his head. I hoped he wasn’t stupid enough to start a brawl in the elevator. Trying to fight with fists would be nearly impossible. In this tiny metal box, fighting with pistols, of which we had none, would be loud enough to make us all deaf, but I was pretty sure the bullets would make hearing loss a distant secondary worry. 

Kenyon stared straight ahead, maybe doing the infinite mirrors trick with the reflection off the shiny elevator walls. I couldn’t imagine what was going on in his head. No doubt it was hard enough being the only black face in almost everything we did. Not that we cared. Shit, we wished there were more brothers that would run with our crew, and more sisters to fool around with, but they didn’t trust us, and you couldn’t blame them. White people were bad news for anyone with darker skin. Dave and I were perfect examples. The three of us were probably going to get tossed off a balcony or down a service elevator shaft. I wondered if they would remove our fingers, eyes, or balls, before finally allowing us the dignity to die. 

The car dinged as it slid into the 72nd floor. The door opened and we were greeted by two combat shotguns pointed in our general direction. I decided it was a good thing I didn’t entertain the idea of storming the place for more than three seconds before recognizing it as suicide. I wonder if it’s suicide for willingly getting in the elevator, knowing what’s waiting on the top floor, I thought. The shotguns pulled back and we were prodded from behind to exit the car. 

The hallway wasn’t opulent at all. In fact, it looked kind of dingy, like the maid had forgotten about it for the last few months. There wasn’t trash strewn everywhere, but the carpet looked faded, the walls as well, and the sparse furniture seemed like it had been stolen from a rent by the hour motel. There were no paintings on the walls, and I noticed there were no emergency exit signs either. I wasn’t sure why that bothered me as much as it did. 

Ivan, that’s what I called all Russians in my head, stopped us in front of a double-wide door. He pushed a button below the video screen on the wall, and the feed came to life. Another Russian face, this one meaner and uglier than all four of the ones escorting us combined, gave his comrade a frown but released the lock on the door. We filed into an office that must have taken up a quarter of the 72nd floor. It wasn’t really an office, to be honest. It looked like a penthouse suite. The carpets were thicker than bath towels, and the walls were some kind of ebony or dark cherry, polished to such a luster that you could practically see your reflection in them. 

Petrovski waved at us from his luxurious couch-bed, whatever it was, on the other end of the room. We marched across the open space, trying to not gawk at the view of Houston from almost a thousand feet in the air. As we got closer to Petrovski, we couldn’t help but stare at the two exotic cats that sat on either side of him. They looked like lynx or pumas, but I was guessing. They were giant cats as far as I was concerned, and the way their eyes followed us creeped me the fuck out. I didn’t enjoy feeling like a gazelle on an African plain or whatever they hunted in the wild. 

“Gentlemen,” Petrovski said, waving a hand at two of the Ivans. They brought three chairs over and placed them ten feet back from the mobster. “Have a seat.” The Ivan behind me pulled me into the chair with a rough yank on my shirt collar. I turned my head and gave him a smile that promised I’d find him one day and cut out both of his kneecaps. 

“Where the fuck is she?” I asked, turning back to Petrovski. 

As long as we had the goods, Tanya was safe. We were too, though Petrovski only needed one of us to give up the location of his pal’s jewelry, cash, and bonds. With the kind of interrogation that these bastards were experts at, one of us would crack long before all three of us died. I was pretty sure I’d crack the instant they threatened to do anything to my balls, my eyes, or my asshole. Hell, I’d crack before they even did anything to my fingers or toes, knowing that was just the beginning. If I was going to die, I wanted to die with all of my limbs and digits. I’m not a coward, just a pragmatist. 

“Mr. Jensen, good to see you,” the gangster said, his accent slightly thicker than I remembered from the phone call. “However, I must alert you to the rules of my home. The first rule, is do not disrespect me.” 

He waved to his Ivans. Two of them caught me by the shoulders before I could get out of the chair and swing at one, a third one driving his fist into my guts. Two more Ivans were standing behind Kenyon and Dave, letting them know to stay out of it. The one that hit me grinned. I saw the big gap between his front teeth, then saw my own knees as I hunched over from a second blow to my stomach. I held up a hand to let Petrovski know I’d gotten the message. I wanted to fall out of the chair and puke on the floor, then lay there until my world stopped spinning and my guts were no longer on fire. 

“I’ll alert you to the other rules, should they come up, but the other important one you must know is that you will not lie to me. Cursing at me is one thing, but lying… lying will cost you more than you want to pay.” 

“Fine,” I said, wiping drool from the corner of my mouth. I didn’t want to lose a finger for throwing up on his expensive carpet. “Where’s Tanya and what do you want?” 

“Ah, right to business,” Petrovski said, smiling. He was driving me crazy with the way he just kept stroking the necks of those two cats, and those two cats were driving me crazy by the way they kept staring at me as if they knew they were going to get a chance to have my soft parts as a snack. “I will produce the girl, but first you will produce Mr. Konovalov’s jewelry.”

“No way,” Dave said. I sensed him holding back a string of vulgar insults, which was good. Dave had to know he was in a situation that he couldn’t fight his way out of. I hoped he knew we needed to negotiate our way out of here instead of trying to go out guns blazing. It would be quick without any guns to blaze with. “You give us the girl and guaranteed safe passage, we’ll deliver your rings.” 

Petrovski leaned forward slightly. “Let me rephrase my statement. You will bring me the jewelry, or I will start with your cock, removing the outer skin first before slicing up the meat under it into small bits, then move to driving small nails into your balls, and top it off with a white-hot iron rod being slowly inserted into your anus.”

I felt my own asshole clench up hard enough to form diamonds. It really didn’t matter what body part and which torture they threatened us with. They were all frightening, and the Russians would most likely have a guy that was kept around to do that kind of thing. A real pro. A guy who could make you beg for death by not killing you for weeks. 

“No problem,” I said, giving Dave a shut the fuck up look. “We’ll go right now, but I want to see Tanya first.” 

Dave’s return glare of utter disgust made me decide that if we got out of this jam, he and I were done. I’d put up with his shit over Tanya for too many years. Dave was a great guy, the kind of guy you wanted on your side when you needed muscle, brains, and gear. But he hadn’t been able to get over the fact that Tanya and I were going to always be together. 

I’d asked him once why he hated her so much. His answer was that he didn’t hate her. He hated the idea of her, and what she did to me. I demanded to know what he meant by that, but he’d only laughed and refused, until I got pissed, then we had a quick brawl that left him with a loose tooth and me with a shiner. He never did answer the question. If I didn’t know better, it was jealousy. Not jealousy in the sense Dave was queer for me, but more that he wanted to be the most important person in my life. Dave wanted to be the most important person in everyone’s life. 

“You and Mr. Harrison will stay here while Mr. Pearson retrieves the items.” Petrovski waved to an Ivan who escorted Dave to the door. “Gentlemen, would you like something to drink? To eat, perchance?” 

“Sure,” I mumbled. 

“Vodka Sour,” Kenyon said. He looked like he was along for the ride, and since we weren’t dead yet, he might as well take advantage of the hospitality. 

Petrovski waved again, then continued to stroke his cats. The way he stared through me made me shiver. I’d been in the presence of powerful men plenty of times, and the one thing they all had in common was the ability to defeat you with a look. They knew that all it would take is a single raise of the eyebrow, a gesture, a single spoken word, and they could have you killed, or worse. They had the kind of power that gave a man the ability to simply look at other men, such as the way Petrovski looked at me, and dominate them. 

An extremely attractive blonde girl brought me a beer and Kenyon his Vodka Sour, lingering a little too long as she handed me the bottle. If I hadn’t given my heart to Tanya, I’d be asking Petrovski if I could have ten minutes alone with the girl, maybe her and two of her friends. But the longer I looked at the serving girl, the more I realized she couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen. The urge to punch myself in the face, throw up, and attempt to kill Petrovski all at once came and went. 

We sipped our drinks in silence for half an hour, and then waited quietly for another forty-five minutes before Dave came striding through the room, two Ivans in tow, both with their pistols pointed casually at his back. Dave sat in the empty chair while one of the Ivans placed the score on the wide ottoman in front of Petrovski. Dave glanced over at me, his expression accusatory, as if I’d led him to his death. I returned his look with one of my own that tried to relay the fact that we were still alive, and all things considered, we hadn’t really been threatened beyond what would happen if we refused to retrieve the stolen items. 

Petrovski pawed through the money, then the bonds, then the briefcase full of jewelry. He waved at one of his thugs. The Ivan stepped forward and stuffed the money and the bonds back into the duffel. He turned and tossed the duffel into my lap. I nearly pissed myself, unsure of what was going on. Petrovski waved another Ivan over to help the other one stuff all of the jewelry back into the briefcase. The Russian mob boss gave me a strange look that morphed into a smile, the kind of smile that said he knew something that I didn’t. I suddenly didn’t want the bag of money and bearer bonds in my lap, but I had to sit still and wait for Petrovski to finish playing his hand. 

The briefcase snapped closed and the two Russians stood up and turned around as one. I cringed in terror, bringing my arms and the duffel bag up to protect my face sure the silenced pistol in each one’s hand was meant for me. The shots were loud as hell, but nowhere near as loud as if the guns had been fired without the silencers. I don’t know how many times the bastards pulled the triggers, but I heard hammers fall on empty chambers. 

My ears were ringing, the left one beginning to make a strange swishing noise as if listening to water in a distant pipe. I barely paid attention as my hands roamed my body to find blood and entrance wounds. The only wetness I felt was near my armpits. I checked again, still holding the duffel as I roamed over my chest and stomach. It must have been comical as Petrovski and the two Ivans busted a gut laughing at me. Those two fucking cats never even moved. They must have witnessed these kinds of executions all the time. 

Petrovski finally got himself down to an occasional chuckle. The two henchmen walked away, both reloading their pistols, both still laughing. Petrovski snapped his fingers and ten seconds later, Tanya ran into the room, beelining straight to me. She did an almost cartoonish skid to a stop on the thick carpet at the sight of the corpse on each side of me. I’d done my best to not look at Kenyon or Dave. As pissed off as I’d been at Dave, I didn’t want to see him like this. It was a shitty way to go. At least it was quick, the rational part of my mind said. Nice, real nice, you insensitive prick, the emotional part replied. 

Tanya burst into tears, almost jumping into my lap. She buried her face in my neck, her tears making my skin feel as clammy as the skin under my arms. I wanted to yell at her. I wanted to hug her, hold her, kiss her, tell her we were going to be all right, we were going to live. I wanted to slink away from the Russian sitting across from me. I knew there was no way he was going to let me go anywhere without having some sort of string attached to me. He knew that string was now sitting on my lap. 

“You know, Billy,” Petrovski said after a few minutes of watching Tanya sob into my neck and me staring back at him, “I knew who you were very soon after your partner’s fingerprints came back. However, I anticipated a very long, drawn out hunt to find you. While we were touring your old neighborhoods, we learned that you were the brains of the operation. Not that Mr. Harrison and Mr. Pearson weren’t intelligent, but you’re the one with the plans, it seems. Plans that have been bulletproof, so to speak, until this one unlucky break.”

“Get to the point,” I said. I wasn’t about to show this asshole that I was grateful to not also be catching rigor mortis like my friends to either side of me. I remembered the earlier lesson that still had my guts hurting, but I wasn’t going to kiss his ass. 

“The point, comrade, is that instead of putting the word out for you in every American city and almost every city with an international airport, harbor, or border crossing, your very attractive friend provided us with a much easier solution.”

I pushed Tanya back so I could see her face. She refused to look at me. 

“What did you do?” I asked, already furious with her for the fact that she’d done something or the Russian wouldn’t be gloating and she wouldn’t be staring into her own lap. 

“Go on, dear,” Petrovski said. “Tell him where we picked you up.” 

“Jesus Christ,” I hissed. “I told you not to go back into Houston. Why the fuck would you go back into the place I specifically told you not to? God fucking damn it, Tanya.” I tried to hold in my fury, but I couldn’t any longer. “David, Kenny, and Gally are dead. Dead! Look at them!” I forced her to look at Dave even though I couldn’t. “Others are dead too, including Dana and Stephen. What the fuck were you thinking?” 

“I couldn’t help it!” she shrieked, wrenching her chin from my hand so she didn’t have to see Dave. “I wanted to get—”

“Shut up.” She saw something in my face, and heard it reflected in my voice as well, and immediately closed her mouth. “Just shut up. I don’t want to hear it right now. Mr. Petrovski and I have some business to finish, then we can talk about it on the way home.” 

I stared at Petrovski while I said it. His head nodded slightly, filling me with relief that I hadn’t lied to her, that we would be going home. I couldn’t help but wonder where Dave and Kenyon would end up. Some place unpleasant, I was sure of that. I also found that I had an almost overpowering urge to ask Petrovski how he was going to fix up the carpet that was completely soaked through with blood. I kept it to myself and instead listened to my new terms of employment. 



FIVE - Verbal Contract



“Before we discuss things any further,” Petrovski said, leaning back in his luxurious cushions, his cats glaring at me, and maybe salivating at the dead meat on either side of me, “I will need your word as a man that you will work for me and only me, and you will fulfill your duties loyally and to the best of your ability.” 

“What?” I asked, caught off guard. 

“You will swear loyalty and give me your word that will abide by the terms of your employment.” 

“Are you fuckin’ kidding?” I asked, unsure of what he wanted. Was he playing some fucked up game with me? “I’ll do some work for you. I’m good at what I do, and I’m loyal to the job. What more do you want?” 

“I want your word that you will work for me and only me.”

“Are we talking like a one year contract? Five? I do eight jobs and we renegotiate?” 

Petrovski laughed and said something in Russian to two of the closest Ivans. They sounded like rumbling freight trains when they laughed, both saying something that was apparently amusing to their boss, as he joined in with his own guffaws. He wiped his eyes after his laughing fit, then became serious again. 

“Billy. You will work for me and only me for as long as I tell you that you work for me. There is no negotiation, and there is no renegotiation.” 

“No way,” I said, tensing for a bullet or a beating for disagreeing. “I’m not going to get stuck with you for the rest of my life, no offense. I have plans that revolve around not living in a shithole like Houston and robbing assholes like your pals Baryshev and Konovalov to survive.”

Petrovski laughed. “Plans change. Yours have changed.” 

He waved to his goon squad and they stepped forward and held me in my chair, two of them yanking a crying, shouting Tanya away. I clenched my guts, expecting a fist or two, but one of the brutes grabbed my head and forced me to look at the girl I’d been in love with since 9th grade. One Ivan had her arms locked behind her back, another holding her head perfectly still with one hand, reaching into a jacket pocket with the other. 

He pulled a folding knife out and flicked the blade out. The son of a bitch smiled at me, then put the tip of the knife against Tanya’s cheek, just under her right eye. She shuddered and sniffled and tried to jerk away. 

“I would be still,” the Russian with the knife said, his broken English jarring to my ears. 

He raised the knife point until it was practically touching her eye. I wanted to try and fight my way out of the chair, but I knew I’d get gang-tackled, and maybe this time a fatal beatdown. I also worried that if I moved suddenly, she’d jerk. The nightmare image of her eye popping kept replaying through my brain. 

“You will give your word, or Dmitri will keep her eye for a trophy. Refuse again, she will lose the other eye. Then her nose. You are a smart businessman, Billy. I don’t have to explain how this works, do I?” 

“I agree,” I said. What I wanted to do was scream a flurry of obscenities. “Just leave her alone. I give you my word. I’m loyal and shit.”

Petrovski gave the Ivans a slight wave of his hand and they let her go. Tanya ran back to my chair, immediately sitting on my lap again and curling herself around me. The thugs behind me let go, one of them saying something in Russian, causing everyone but Petrovski to laugh. He was watching Tanya and I as if he now thought it was one of us that knew something he didn’t. I glanced over at the Ivan holding the knife. He licked his lips then folded the blade back into its handle. 

“See how easy that was?” Petrovski smiled after a full minute of staring at us. “Let us have a drink to celebrate your new career!”



*****



Tanya and I didn’t speak at all on the way back to the safe house. I kept turning over and over in my mind the events of the night. I’d nearly lost it once we stepped foot outside of the East-Tex lobby, unable to believe I was still alive. I kept telling myself I’d been whacked, and my brain or my consciousness or whatever metaphysical bullshit happens when someone dies was hallucinating, pretending I was still alive. 

We sat in Dave’s Mustang and cried for at least ten minutes, neither of us touching each other, neither offering to comfort the other. I was still in shock at watching Dave and Kenyon get iced two feet from me. At seeing Tanya, unharmed other than emotionally, almost lose an eye. At being told that if I did break my word, or tried to run, they’d catch us. The list of tortures described mostly revolved around Tanya being raped while I was forced to watch, or Tanya being raped while I was forced to watch while I was being raped myself. 

These fuckin’ Russians were some sick bastards. I almost took another shot to the guts when I’d asked Petrovski what made Russians so gleeful at the prospect of rape and torture and murder. Instead of having one of his henchmen make me shit blood for a week, he just laughed and asked me if I was properly frightened and would ever chance having the tortures described to me become real. I had to lie and say of course not and pretend that I was scared. 

If the man had a brain, he had to know that threats like that only worked so far, but what they really did was get my brain cranking away at a million different plots and schemes about how I was going to kill him and as many of his men as it took to break the bonds of slavery that now chained me to him. Because that’s all I was. A slave. Billy, go kill this guy. Billy, go collect protection money. Billy, go get me borscht and some vodka. 

But I’d always be Billy. I’d never be Dmitri, or Evgeni, or Pavel. I’d never be Russian. I’d never get the tattoos and I’d never get any further up the chain. Eventually I’d end up dead during a job gone bad where I was used as an expendable soldier, or I’d be disappeared by Petrovski after I became too much trouble, was of no use to him, or maybe because the wind blew from the south one day. I professed loyalty and gave my word, but we both knew that I’d had mental fingers crossed the entire time, and we both knew I would be loyal and keep my word. For as long as it took me to die or to execute whatever crazy plan I could scheme up that involved killing him. 

I parked in the safe house garage next to the minivan that Kenyon had procured. We sat in the car after the garage door came down, neither of us saying a word. I’d finally worked through my shock, my rage, my disbelief at what had happened, enough to at least carry on long enough to get some important tasks done. I’d revisit my feelings at night or during quiet times alone for a while, but I was positive I could function normally between those self-analyzing moments. I had to. 

I finally decided to get out of the car and go into the house. I didn’t wait to see if she would follow me, knowing she would when she was ready. It hurt to think she was shallow enough that everything that had happened to her would be nothing more than wisps of smoke within a week, and would take serious concentration to even remember a month down the road. I hated that I was so mean to her sometimes, that I treated her like shit, or had cruel thoughts about her pass through my head, like the one I’d just had. 

I loved her enough to risk Dave and Kenyon’s life. I didn’t care if it was true love or if it was still high school lust. Maybe it was co-dependence. It wasn’t like I couldn’t find another girl or three to attach myself to. I’d done my share of messing around when she wasn’t nearby, but for me, it was just sex, the thrill of something new, something strange. Sometimes something exotic. But I always kept my heart closed to everyone but Tanya. No matter what happened, no matter how mad I got at her, no matter how ignorant of an asshole I could be to her, I loved her and only her. Dave was probably cursing my name from beyond the grave, insulted all the way into the afterlife because he’d died for me and my addiction to the girl of my dreams. 

I took the duffel into the bedroom where the safe was. There was almost fifty grand in cash already in it, a couple of untraceable pistols, and a piece of paper that had Dave’s handwriting on it. 



Whoever finds this letter, please take the money in the safe and find some way to give it to my sister. Stacey Elizabeth Daniels, 3389 S Meridian Parkway, St. Louis. Set up a trust or something for Gabby and Ryan, her two kids, so they can go to college. $50,000 isn’t much, but maybe in ten years when they’re ready, it will help. Tell her and the kids that I love them, but don’t ever let her know where the money came from. 



It was a short note, no signature, no date, nothing. I sat on the floor in the closet, my back against the bare wall behind me, and fell apart again. I wasn’t ashamed. I’ve always believed that men can cry and still be men. I never subscribed to that macho bullshit about not being in touch with our feelings. If I couldn’t shed a tear or two for friends, real friends, even if we were the type of friends that had robbed and murdered others to get ahead in life, then what kind of tragedy would I have to suffer to be allowed that kind of release? 

Tanya found me a while later. She pried the note out of my hand, read it, then knelt down beside me and pulled me into a hug. I could feel the slight hitching of her chest as she cried. She hated Dave, but I don’t believe it was a true kind of hate. They clashed, but I think they’d had some kind of unspoken agreement after she’d stabbed him in the leg that they didn’t have to be super-best-friends, but they had to at least keep from trying to kill each other for my sake. I’m pretty sure she harbored less ill will to him than he did for her simply because she knew that if it came down to an ultimatum, I would choose her. I would always choose her. 

We held each other until she dried up, then I dumped the money and the bonds into the safe. I took the note from her and put it back in the safe as well. I locked it, put the false floor over it, laid the carpet back down, and led Tanya out of the closet. 

“I have to go into town,” I said after shutting the closet door. I had a stack of hundreds in my hand. “I need a suit, some clothes, and I need to find us a new house.” 

Petrovski had instructed me to take the money he’d generously allowed me to keep and go buy a couple of nice suits. I was also to rent a nice place, something a young executive would live in for a couple thousand a month, then find a car that wasn’t going to stand out like a monster truck in a subcompact parking space. It was strange hearing him basically give me a shopping list of what I had to buy, what I had to do. In a way, I felt like I at least was important enough, or maybe just interesting enough, for him to keep me alive for a while. 

He’d said as much, explaining to me that I couldn’t dress, act, or live like the street thug that I’d been my whole life. If it was a guaranteed steady income that allowed Tanya and I to live comfortably, then I could dig it. For a while, anyway. It wouldn’t make me forget that one day I was going to kill the fucker so Tanya and I could escape. But for now, it might be nice to have something of a normal life, if normal life meant working for one of the world’s biggest criminal organizations. No different than working for the government is what my father would have said. I couldn’t disagree. 



*****



I showed up at Petrovski’s machine shop just after noon. Tanya was at home, trying to figure out how to spend some of the money we’d been allowed to keep. She hated the new McMansion we’d rented in Stablewood. She’d sniffed when I told her we couldn’t afford to live in River Oaks even if we cashed everything out. I was annoyed that she hated everything about a place that was costing us, me, seven thousand dollars per month. At least Petrovski’s references had worked out. The rental agent looked like he had been ready to call the police, until I gave him some references to call, which actually did include an HPD captain and an assistant deputy commissioner from the Harris County Sheriff’s Department. 

I had no idea who any of them were, but I figured that they’d been paid to say something good about me, or anyone that got called about. Maybe they’d been threatened like Tanya and I had. I couldn’t see cops worrying about that too much, as the organized crime operations went well out of their way to not kill anyone connected to law enforcement or the justice system. That meant the pigs were on the take, which wasn’t surprising at all. 

Houston doesn’t get the attention that the LAPD and NYPD do when it comes to corruption, but Houston is the fourth largest city in the country, and the Mexican cartels are only a few hundred miles away. Cops always need a little take home money to supplement their mistresses and various habits. I couldn’t blame ‘em. Being on the right side of the law usually means being poor. Cops didn’t seem to feel too guilty about it either, though most of them would draw the line at anything more than looking the other way, or maybe shaking down a mobster’s rival here and there.

I hadn’t heard from Petrovski for almost a month, but I’d done everything he’d asked. I was in my spiffy new suit, designer sunglasses, and the first four hundred dollar pair of shoes I’ve ever owned. Let me tell you something. Four hundred dollar shoes… if my feet could orgasm, my shoes would be soaked through. After almost five weeks, a text lit up my phone. The only thing it contained was an address, and a reminder to show up to work in proper attire. Since they hadn’t told me what the job was, I played it safe and wore the new suit that Tanya liked best. I almost didn’t make it out of the house in time. I never realized she had a serious fetish for a man in an expensive, custom tailored suit. 

I parked the car and walked to the glass door at the front of the building. I peered in and saw a desk with an older woman sitting behind it. Behind her and to her left was a wooden door. The small office was bare other than a computer, a printer, and a telephone. I pulled the glass door open and stepped inside, feeling the change in temperature immediately. The thick, sticky Houston humidity was replaced by a powerful blast of cold, dry air. 

“William Jensen,” I said as I stepped up to the desk. The woman looked up at me. “I’m uh… supposed to meet someone here.” 

She pointed to the wooden door then looked back down at whatever paperwork she’d been working on. I didn’t feel insulted. She was probably paid to sit there all day and make it look like the place was legit. I had no idea where I even was, but I wasn’t about to test the patience of my new employer. I thanked her and opened the wooden door. The rush of warm, moist air hit me, the odd sensation of it meeting the atmosphere created by an air conditioner making my skin crawl. I shut the door behind me and the rush of hot air was replaced by the weight of stagnant, humid, hot air. 

The room I’d entered was more like a cargo bay at a typical business in an industrial park. Little office up front, all the work took place in the back where there were solid concrete floors, 220v outlets, maybe welding rigs or hydraulic lifts. This bay had nothing except another area in the rear corner that had been made into an enclosed room. I looked up and saw a large tube of flexible ducting running to it from the A/C unit that was probably on the roof. I began walking toward it. 

Before I reached the door, it opened, a faceless Ivan directing me inside. The room was small, maybe twelve feet per side, but the cool air was welcoming. The pain of my kidneys exploding was a cruel counter to the relief at being out of the heat. I tried to cry out but another Ivan moved in and slugged me in the guts. I fell to my knees, my mind wild with fear, possibly insanity as my mind began to wonder if these assholes got some kind of sexual thrill out of hitting people in their stomachs. 

My wonder was interrupted by the crack of a fist on my jaw. I tipped to the side, feeling my eyes beginning to roll up and my consciousness fading. I only made it halfway to the floor before I felt myself being jerked upright, the next blow, this time to my nose, woke me right back up. I tried to get my hands up, but they were soon held at my side. Ivan and his pal Ivan began to work on my face. They didn’t seem to be trying for the knockout blow, though a few shots had me reeling inside. The Ivan holding me made sure I didn’t keel over. 

I’m not sure how many times they hit me, but it felt like they’d gotten bored and had used a brick or a baseball bat at some point. My right ear was ringing, and I was having a hard time swallowing. My tongue did a quick check of my teeth, and they all seemed to be there, and none of them seemed to be loose. It was hard to tell, since I constantly had to swallow a mouthful of blood and saliva. 

I tried to spit whenever I could think about it, but my brain didn’t seem to be functioning correctly. I kept thinking about Tanya’s purse when we were in our senior year at high school. I couldn’t even remember what it was about the purse that I wanted to remember. All my brain could do was to remember that there had been a purse, and it had a funny story attached to it. At some point, they finally stopped beating me. The Ivan behind me let me go, but I don’t remember what happened after feeling myself falling forward. 



SIX - Lesson Plan 



I woke to a boot kicking me in the back. My head felt like it had been run over by a train, but at least they’d left my stomach alone. I wondered if I was going to be pissing blood from the kidney shot one of the Ivans had given me. It felt like I would. I tried to lift my head after another kick to the ass, but I couldn’t. It hurt too much. I heard rustling, then a small snap, then I came awake and alert in less than three seconds. Once the smelling salts wore off, my skull erupted in pain that literally crippled me for almost a full minute. A second shot of the smelling salts started the cycle all over again, but the second time, I could at least focus my eyes enough to see Petrovski sitting in an office chair a few feet from me. 

“Ah, Comrade,” he said, his voice and his body language business casual, “I’m glad you have been such a good employee so far. Enough that I’ve decided that you are worth keeping around. So instead of killing you, I’ve decided I will give you your first job.” 

I coughed, and it felt like someone hit me in the back of my head with a cattle prod and a hammer at the same time. I doubled over, doing my best to not cough again, but then had to worry about sneezing as a trickle of blood or snot began to make my nose twitch. If you sneeze, don’t sneeze on his shoes. It sounded like good advice, and I was glad my brain stopped hurting just long enough to clue me in. 

“If you are successful, then I will purchase your bearer bonds at fifty percent value, and you will become a valuable employee. If you fail, well, you won’t need to worry about bearer bonds, will you?” 

I finally got over my urge to sneeze, but I could feel blood trickling from my nose down my upper lip to my chin. I saw two Petrovskis for a second before they melded into a single person again. 

“No.” I wasn’t sure if he actually expected an answer, but what the hell. If it kept me from getting another beating, I’d lick his fucking shoes if I had to. 

“Good, good.” He leaned forward. “What do you know about the man you stole from, Gennady Konovalov?”

It took me a second to focus a clear thought. “Russian. Son of an immigrant. Big celebrity around Houston.”

“Very good,” Petrovski said. “What else?” 

I squinted, as if that would make my brain work faster. “His daddy was a KGB plant,” I said, the information coming to me as I remembered what the dipshit kid had told us in hopes of saving his skin. “Except he was a Dolgo plant also. Long term plans and shit. African diamond and gold mines, French wholesaler, Texas distributor. He’s got some scam going with that and insurance money on top of money laundering.”

“Very good!” Petrovski clapped his hands together, making spikes of pain rebound around inside my head. “How exactly did you come by this much information?” He seemed genuinely curious, as if I’d caught him completely by surprise with knowledge that an outsider like me would never have. 

“We robbed some kid, a nephew of Fetisov’s. Valerie, I think. Kid wouldn’t shut up. Told us everything he knew thinking we were going to kill him.” 

“And did you let him live after he gave you this information?” Petrovski asked, watching me with the same stare a cobra would. 

“No,” I said, shaking my head and paying the price for it. “He’d tell his uncle, and he was high enough that Konovalov himself would have lent a hand. Couldn’t take that chance, not with the plan that I’d been making in my head as he was rattling off more details.” My mouth was as dry as sand, and I didn’t want to swallow any more blood. “You maybe score me some water or something?” Petrovski cocked his head like he’d just heard a human version of a dog whistle. “You wouldn’t want me to die of thirst before the job even starts, would you?” 

Petrovski snapped his fingers. I heard one of the thugs behind me root around in something, then footsteps. He came around to stand in front of me, holding a bottled water in his left hand. I reached out for it and received a punch to the side of my head. My ear was on fire, my head had alarm bells going off in it, and I felt myself about to fall over. I righted myself and saw the water bottle in front of my face. 

I reached for it again, this time receiving a face full of water. It was cold, which shocked me back to almost full alertness. I licked my lips, the taste of it heaven. He held the bottle out again. I stared at him, wondering if I could get my hands around his balls before he could react. I pictured myself grabbing them and both squeezing and pulling as I tried to crush them while ripping them from his body. The thought made me smile, and I even let out a short chuckle. He dropped the bottle in front of me and walked away while I scrambled to pick it up before more spilled out. The first drink almost choked me, but the second made everything in my life better for about five seconds. 

“I assume Mr. Pearson took care of that matter?” Petrovski asked, picking up where we’d left off.

“Sure,” I said, taking another small sip. I was going to conserve it if I could since I wasn’t sure when I’d get more. I hoped I didn’t have to take a punch and a splash of water to the face each time I wanted a drink. 

“You aren’t the murdering type?” 

“I’ve done what I thought had to be done,” I said, shrugging and regretting it. Every part of my body felt like it had been encased in lead. 

“But you prefer to do it yourself, if it can be helped?” 

“Sure. Whatever. I’ve killed people, okay? Same as you. Difference between us is I don’t enjoy it. I didn’t enjoy wasting one of Konovalov’s Ivans anymore than I enjoyed wasting Gally so he couldn’t be tortured.” 

I didn’t care if he knew I was lying or not about Gally. I still couldn’t shake the feeling that I was just as guilty, even if I hadn’t pulled the trigger. We’d left a man behind, something that the Airborne guys supposedly never did. When Dave aced him in cold blood, it made me question whether or not Dave had done the same to any of his buddies that might have slowed him down in Fallujah or the Korengal Valley when the shit began to fly. 

Petrovski’s eyebrows came together, surprise showing on his face once more. “Billy!” he cried out as if he were my great Russian uncle come to visit. “You are a killer! I’m impressed.”

“Good for you,” I said, unable to keep my mouth shut. 

“It is good for me,” he said, his smile growing even wider. “It’s exactly what I need you to do for this job.”

“Great. No kids. No women.”

“Billy, if I tell you to burn down an elementary school full of innocent children, you will do it without even the slightest hesitation, or else—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, interrupting him. I wasn’t sure why I was suddenly feeling bold, but I had a growing feeling that he needed me alive for whatever scheme he’d cooked up. Whether or not I’d have to pay back my flippant replies with interest when the job was over was something I should have kept in mind, but I was beyond caring. “You’ll rape and torture her and then rape and torture me and we’ll wish for death. I got that part already.”

“You should be more careful of your tone,” Petrovski said. His eyes said I would definitely be paying interest on my attitude at a later date. Maybe even a balloon payment. 

“I’m just saying. You don’t have to keep threatening me. I’m smart, remember? I get it, you’ll kill us and it will be miserable. Enough with the threats. Get to the point.” 

He leaned back in the rolling chair. “The point, Billy, is that the Dolgoprudninskaya have entered into a truce with us. They know we would never hit their operation like that, since you already know we do business through them as well.” 

“It’s not smart to have a gun battle and a robbery in a shopping mall.”

“Exactly. The scrutiny from the police… it isn’t good for business. Luckily Gennady is a pillar in the community and above reproach. Since the heat, as you Americans call it, affects us, we offered to help them track down this gang of thieves that would bring us and many others such trouble.”

“And so you got a truce going until you found us.” 

“Even better.” His grin made him look like a human Cheshire Cat. “Because the Solntsevskaya have apprehended the crew responsible, though two of them perished during the capture, we have negotiated not just a truce, but a very powerful partnership.”

“I thought you guys hated each other,” I said. I took another sip, emptying the bottle. I waffled on asking for another, deciding to wait. 

“Hate is a strong word, and incorrect. We are rivals. In Moscow, we each control territory, much like here, but it goes deeper in our culture. They want our territory and our business, and we want theirs. Sometimes it can become a bit… unpleasant, but that’s the nature of predators, yes?” 

“So it’s just a business thing?” 

“You have an expression here, very popular especially in Texas. You fight one bean, you fight the whole burrito. Have you heard this?”

“Yeah, since I was a kid. My dad said it was around even before him.” 

The phrase had been intended as an insult to Mexicans, Hispanics of any origin really, but what it had always sounded like to me was jealousy that even when Mexicans were fighting each other, if an outsider needed an ass whipping, they’d put aside their feud for later and band together to kick the shit out of whoever needed it. 

“Unfortunately,” Petrovski said, looking disappointed, “I have not heard a good one for Russians yet. Potatoes and vodka does not have the same ring to it.”

“Sure. So?” I asked, seeing him space off a bit as if trying again to think of a good phrase for his comrades when it came to ganging up on any non-comrades. 

“Yes, so. This is a perfect opportunity for both organizations to consolidate and become powerful enough to squeeze out the Italians, the Mexicans, on this side of the border, anyway, the blacks, the Asians, anyone other than who we allow to have a slice of the pie.” 

“Okay. So who do I gotta kill to make this happen?” 

“You will appreciate this, as a killer of men, and as a man of much intelligence.” He chuckled to himself. “Well, you might not appreciate all of it. But it is the end result that counts, isn’t it?” 

“Okay, Comrade Riddler. Who do I have to kill?” 

“You should learn to have a sense of humor, Billy.” 

“You should maybe not have your henchmen tenderize my face for an hour.” 

“Ah, but that is all part of the plan.”

“I don’t like this plan already. I vote for a new plan that doesn’t involve me getting a beatdown.”

“I’m afraid the plan has already been set in motion. In fact, it was three weeks ago that I personally called Gennady and told him that I would do everything in my power to help track down the thieves. A day after that, Moscow went into a truce. A week ago, I informed him that we were in possession of his goods, as well as the surviving, though just barely, criminal. 

“He of course demanded justice personally, but I put him off. I told him that you had been a particularly ugly thorn in our sides for a while, robbing our dealers, knocking off our gambling operations, and I wanted a few days to extract my vengeance. I assured him that you would be more than intact enough to withstand whatever he decided to punish you with. For a while anyway. Because of our truce, and because I hold you and the stolen items, the important ones at least, it is to be the act that cements our new partnership. Think of yourself as a wedding gift!” 

“You’re going to turn me over to Gennady Konovalov?” 

I felt my bladder trying to let go, and took a flash of pain in my head and kidneys as I clamped down on it inside. The Dolgos would make whatever Petrovski could think of look tame. Petrovski would torture me just to be an asshole, or to make a point. Konovalov would torture me in anger, resentment, revenge. He’d be whatever was lower than merciless about it. 

“Yes, I’m sorry about that.” He didn’t look sorry about it at all. In fact, his smile grew even wider somehow. I thought it might be the concussion that I’d surely suffered at some point over the last few hours making reality a bit wonky. “But, if you do this job correctly, and I have the utmost confidence in you after what I’ve seen you accomplish so far, you won’t be in his clutches for more than a few minutes.” 

“Lay it on me, Doc.” He gave me a puzzled look. I shook my head, a mistake I couldn’t seem to stop making, and waved it off with a heavy hand. “Tell me what I need to do.” 

“First, you will need to suffer a daily… education. I am going to tell you the plan, and you are going to memorize it. You must memorize it, or you will be killed.” He raised his hand before I could protest about the torture and rape stuff. “Not by me, but by Gennady and his men. But you must play the part as well as you did at the mall. Even better, as instead of even odds, you will be the only person present that is not a Russian connected to either organization. 

“Unfortunately, since I’ve already told Gennady that I needed to keep you for a few days to punish you for your transgressions against me, you will need to get deeper into character.” He chuckled as if he’d made a drama club joke. “Each day my assistants will educate you on the plan. I have no doubt that as they help you learn, your face will sell your act without any issues.”

“Wait,” I said, holding up my hands. “I’m supposed to get the shit beat out of me daily just so I look like I’ve had the shit beat out of me for a few days? You’re insane. A sadistic, insane, psycho.” 

“Billy,” he said, his voice full of authority suddenly, “do you know what will happen if Gennady and his top men are removed from the equation? They will not be able to tell their subordinates that the truce was a ruse, a sham, as you Americans say. They will think it is still a truce, in America and in Moscow. We will move on them quickly and take over their territories, their businesses. Some will live, and they will work for us the same as they worked for their previous masters.”

“So what?” 

“So, when there is no more Dolgoprudninskaya, there will only be Solntsevskaya. That means I will need a smart, capable, loyal American to help with the transition of their assets. You will never be one of us, my friend, but if you are successful, you will have proved me right that you are a very valuable asset. Besides, you will enjoy the benefits of a manager’s salary.” He winked at me. “Your pretty girlfriend will appreciate the easy life, no doubt.” 

I gritted my teeth. I hated him, but I had no choice. Besides, there was a chance I might pull this off, whatever the hell it was that he seemed impatient to tell me about. Maybe not impatient. More like it was such a great plan that he couldn’t keep it to himself and had to brag about it to me. I wasn’t keen on the daily beating part. I’d definitely be keeping score as to whichever Ivans participated. 

“So,” I said, “I get my ass kicked every day for a few days, then you hand me over to him? Do I have a grenade in my pants or something in this scenario?” 

Petrovski began to explain the plan to me. He couldn’t help sounding like he was Patton and about to kick the Germans out of France. He also couldn’t help stressing to me every thirty seconds or so that the whole plan hinged on me convincing Konovalov that I’d been beaten to within an inch of my life. Other than the gut-clenching fear that swept through me at regular intervals, by the end, I had to admit that it was a pretty good plan. 

Actually, it was a stupid, crazy, Hollywood action movie plan, but that’s what made it viable. Gangsters, real gangsters, all know the difference between a fight on the screen and a fight in real life, a real gunshot wound versus a movie one, whatever. They’d never believe that a plot right out of the dubbed movies they pirated and watched a hundred times, and were often the only source of their English vocabularies, would happen right before their eyes. 

I didn’t actually believe it either, but I didn’t get a say. At least he let me call Tanya to let her know I wouldn’t be home for a few days. It would keep her from doing something dumb, like running around town asking if anyone knew where I was. I told her to go shopping, learn to play tennis, spend a day at the spa, whatever she wanted. I kept expecting my voice to crack at any moment, but I made it to the end without sounding like a scared little boy that might be on his way to his own death.

Less than a minute later, a couple of Ivans gave me the short version of the next three days. Apparently this was payback for Petrovski having to change the carpets out in his penthouse, as if it was my fault his thugs shot my two friends to death there. I resigned myself to the fact that even if Petrovski had thrown them down an elevator shaft, or had taken them out to the desert and made them dig their own graves, I’d have been made to pay no matter what. It was supposed to be a lesson for me. It was, but not in the way Petrovski wanted. 



SEVEN - My First Job



I huddled in the corner of the room. I couldn’t feel my face, and it didn’t help that the air conditioner had never shut off. It was so cold I couldn’t feel my toes or the ends of my fingers. The two Ivans that kept an eye on me seemed just fine, but then they got to get a little blood pumping every few hours when they’d quiz me, then give me a few reminders with their fists to do better on the next test. 

By the third day, I was delirious. The concrete floor sapped every ounce of heat from my joints, and the fresh blood that would drip onto my shirt every few hours would instantly become cold and sticky. I went through stages of fear, begging, rage, and now I was sure I was hallucinating. All I’d been able to think about for the last few hours was how upset I was that Petrovski had ordered me to buy an expensive suit just so he could ruin it. There was enough blood in the fibers of my clothing to give someone a transfusion. 

At some point, the door opened. I jerked up, my cold joints instantly protesting. I hadn’t even realized I’d been sleeping. My dreams had all been about how I was freezing to death in a bloody JC Carlton custom tailored three-piece while trying to sleep with my hamburger face on the cold concrete. I wasn’t even sure I was awake until the two Ivans snatched me off the floor. 

“It is time, my new friend.” Petrovski was sharply dressed, his suit and tie as impeccable as his finely styled hair that almost did a perfect job of hiding the fact that more than half of it was hair plugs. “When this is over, we will celebrate for days!”

“I’m going to kill you,” I said. My ears realized after the words left my mangled lips that it sounded more like ang onoo krrroo. 

Petrovski snapped his fingers and I received a face full of cold water. Before I could do anything, the plastic lip of the water bottle was against my lips. They burned just from breathing air over them. The rough pressure from the bottle made them feel like a fireworks factory going up in flames. I didn’t cry out though. I drank as much as I could before the bottle was taken away. A black hood was pulled over my head. I felt like a prisoner in a third-world country being led to his execution. 



*****



I have no idea how long we rode in the car anymore than I knew where we’d finally ended up. I could hear the sounds of heavy machinery in the distance, and the unmistakable scent of both the ocean and oil refineries meant we were most likely at one of the many access docks within the area. Probably Galveston, but maybe not. I didn’t get out to this area of town much, regardless of what area of town we were in. It was too hard to steal oil, and it was even harder to fence it. 

I heard doors open, the sounds of feet hitting the pavement, the bounce of the suspension as weight left the Mercedes. The trunk catch popped near my head, then hands were pulling me out. Two Ivans dragged me along, one on each side with a vice grip on my biceps. The sounds that littered industrial docks wafted across the distance, less muffled now than before, but still too far away for me to even guess at anything other than I was in a lot of trouble. 

A coded knock was followed by the sound of something sliding back, maybe a speakeasy panel, maybe a security bolt. Being blind, beaten, and dragged along to meet a man who wanted to probably watch me eat my own balls before he choked me to death with his bare hands made it difficult to keep a steady thought in my head. Other than the obligatory one that kept reminding me I was going to die. 

As they led me along hallways or pathways or some ways—I could only tell that I was now inside a large enclosed space—I made peace with my fate. Tanya would survive, and hopefully she’d run off with the money once it was clear I wasn’t coming back. After I’d gotten the text to meet Petrovski, I made her memorize the combination of the safe at the place out in Jersey Village, then drilled a plan into her head. 

I made her promise that ten minutes after I left, she was to take whatever cash we had on hand, about nine thousand dollars, and go to San Antonio. She was supposed to come back in a week, and if I wasn’t home, she was to go to the safe house, empty the safe, and find a quiet new life as far away from Texas as possible. And she was to stay off the grid for the rest of her life if she could. I knew it was asking a lot for her to be able to carry out all of those plans, but I’d done my best to get her to realize just how serious it was. 

Most of my friends were dead. My family didn’t exist in my life. I didn’t have any children, responsibilities, or people who would miss me other than Tanya. I even made peace with the fact that as depressing as it was to only have one person in the entire world give a shit about me, it was enough. I’d do anything for her. After all, I’d agreed to a crazy Russian mobster’s dumbass assassination scheme. 

Metal doors opened and I was dragged for another ten seconds or so before we came to a stop. I tensed up, afraid that a knife, a bullet, a lead pipe, something was going to surprise me in a bad way. I gritted my teeth at the sound of footsteps approaching on concrete. The feet came to a stop right in front of me. I could hear heavy breathing as the owner of the feet worked himself into a fury. Bright light sent a bolt of pain to the back of my skull when the hood was snatched from my head. I must have won the bonus round, as he also got a good handful of my hair along with it. 

The man in front of me was familiar, but he looked insane. Psychotic. Like a demon unleashed in the physical world. Gennady Konovalov stared at me for a good fifteen seconds before stepping forward and driving his fist into my stomach. I’d tensed as well as I could, knowing it was coming, but it still hurt like hell. At least the Ivans that had beaten on me for a few days had stayed away from it. He stared at me again, as if trying to decide whether or not to kill me right then and there. Petrovski assured me that Konovalov would make it into a big production so that his men and Petrovski’s men could witness it, and I guess be filled with awe. I smiled and spit a mix of blood and snot into his face. 

The scream of rage was drowned out by the high pitched whistling in my ears as he unloaded his fists into my face and my guts. All I could do was hold on to the thread of consciousness that screamed at me to stay alert, to not let him put me out. I felt the .45 shift in the small of my back, my fear at hearing the sound of it clank off the concrete floor much greater than the fear the Russian would beat me to death with his bare hands. 

I didn’t realize he’d stopped hitting me until I felt the Ivans jerk me upright. Gennady Konovalov stared right through me, his breath coming in big, heavy gasps, his fists covered in bloody splotches. I couldn’t tell if it was my blood, or his from opening his knuckles up on my teeth. I wanted him to hate me as much as possible. Spitting in his face might have been a little too much, but I needed him completely convinced that I was to be his prize. 

“Come, Gennady,” Petrovski said, stepping up next to Konovalov and putting a guiding arm on his rival’s back, gently turning the man away, shaking his head in disgust at me. “Let me show you what else I’ve brought you. I’ll call Luzhkov to let him know you are satisfied, and then we’ll take care of this unpleasant business so that we can celebrate our new partnership.”

Petrovski snapped his fingers and two more Ivans came forward, each carrying a briefcase. They both put their briefcases on a metal table, unlocked them, then stepped back into the shadows. Petrovski gestured at the briefcases with one hand while swiping his thumb across the screen of his mobile phone. He began speaking Russian into it, paused and asked Konovalov something, then talked into the phone again. 

Petrovski turned and began to walk toward the door, but paused again, putting the phone against his leg. “Gennady?” 

Konovalov waved him away with one hand while the other opened the lid of the briefcase. I could see the glint of the overhead lights on jewelry. “I will step outside and coordinate while you finish. It wouldn’t be professional to force Viktor to listen to this one’s screams.” He gave me a withering glare and walked toward the double doors. 

I put weight on my feet, keeping my knees bent but able to support myself without help from the two Ivans holding me up. They sensed what I was doing and relaxed their grip, the one on the right practically letting go so I could slowly reach my hand behind my back. The clink of Konovalov pawing through his jewelry stopped and he stepped to the side to open the second briefcase. The gun had slipped low in my pants, and I almost panicked when I was unable to free it enough to get my palm on the grip. Just as I succeeded, I heard a sharp intake of breath. 

Konovalov turned and marched directly toward me, holding a piece of paper in his hand. He waved it in my face.

“What am I supposed to ask you about Nikolay Fetisov?” His voice was beyond dangerous. The rage consuming him practically made his eyes glow. I hoped I wasn’t hallucinating. “What do you know about Nikolay?” 

“I know he’s the one who helped me plan the job,” I said, trying my best to sound like a smarmy prick, as if giving up Fetisov would somehow save me. 

“You are a liar,” the Russian said. His eyes still blazed with hate for me, but they also said that he didn’t think I was lying. 

“I could be,” I said. “But how would I know all about your money laundering, your insurance scamming, the exact times and dates when your goons would be moving shit out so it could be smuggled back to Africa to melt it all down and start over?” 

He glared at me for a few seconds before turning around and shouting at his men in Russian. I heard Fetisov’s name, so I assumed he’d instructed someone to fetch the man. Two of Konovalov’s henchmen exited through the double doors. I stood straight up, praying my legs wouldn’t buckle. The Dolgo boss turned back to me. His eyes grew wide at the sight of a .45 pointed at his face. 

I didn’t say anything. I pulled the trigger twice. I immediately swung it around to the nearest Dolgo Ivan and put three more rounds into him. The noise of a sudden gun battle breaking out didn’t even faze me. I heard both of the Ivans that had carried me in begin shooting. Something slammed into me, right above the hip. I thought maybe someone had kicked me, or hit me with a blunt weapon, and turned to shoot whoever it had been. 

My leg gave out and I crashed to the concrete floor, my wrist banging against the ground hard enough to send a jolt of pain all the way into my shoulder. The .45 bounced out of my hand. The Ivan to my right saw it and took a step forward, knelt down and picked it up with his free hand, then turned around and duck walked the two steps back to me. He’d just put the grip in my hand when the front of his face exploded in a bloody eruption. 

The shock of getting a sudden face full of hot blood and brains made me jerk back. I couldn’t see anything and raised a hand to wipe the blood and brain from my eye. The dark shape looming in front of me flashed in the light as he raised his pistol. I pulled the trigger on my .45 until the hammer felt on empty air. It fell out of my hand and I put my head down and covered it, afraid to stand up, afraid to even scoot along the floor on my stomach to grab a dead Ivan’s gun. I knew I was going to die, so I waited for someone to come along and plug the back of my head with a few rounds.

Within a minute, the shooting tapered almost completely off. I heard what sounded like a quick succession of shots from outside, then silence. I felt rough hands shoved into my armpits, then the world tilted twice as an Ivan picked me up and put me in a fireman’s carry. He walked quickly toward the double doors, my face bouncing off his ass a few times until I got control of my neck muscles. The pain in my hip had turned into agony, and was inching into whatever was worse than that. 

I turned my head enough to watch another Russian snap the briefcases shut and pick them up from the table, falling in behind my rescuer. The floor was littered with bodies along with small puddles and rivers of blood. I had no idea how many of Petrovski’s men had been killed, and I didn’t care. All I cared about was whether or not they were going to make me ride in the trunk again. That was followed by whether or not they would even take me to a hospital. 

I’d been in a lot of trouble before, including having my skull cracked open twice, stabbed twice, and had even been the victim of a nailgun once when Tommy Granger shot me five times in the leg with one after I’d failed to pay for a fair amount of dope. I’d never been shot with a real gun. I never wanted to get shot with a real gun again. The addictive part of my brain reminded me that I’d get some morphine if they took me to the hospital. 

I felt the world tilt again as the Ivan pulled me off his shoulder and stuffed me into the back of the Mercedes. He leaned me back in the seat and pulled the safety belt across my chest. The door closed and he thumped the roof of the Mercedes with his palm twice to let the driver know to take off. Whatever my eyes were seeing kept shifting around, as if I was on a pitching, rolling boat in rough water. 

“Billy!” Petrovski cried out, right into my left ear. I felt his arm slip around my shoulders, his hand catching in the seat belt for just a second before he slid next to me and gave me a friendly hug. “I told you that you were capable of Hollywood! You should be a stunt man. A director!” 

He laughed, and I tried to laugh with him, but all I could do was try to keep from throwing up. I could feel my body growing cold, a radiating chill spiraling out from the gunshot wound just above my left hip. It was an odd sensation, the feeling of warm blood seeping onto cold skin. Petrovski looked down, noticing my wound. 

“Ah,” he said. “We should probably get that looked at.” He gave my shoulders a squeeze once again, his tone changing back to the happy Russian uncle. “Then we will celebrate! Billy, I truly am in awe of you. Of course, my best men were with you, but Yuri says you are a cold blooded killer.” 

I said nothing. There was nothing to say. The fear, the panic, the horror of everything that had happened over the last three days, it all landed on me at once. I hated myself for losing it in front of Petrovski, but I couldn’t help it. Dave, Kenyon, Gally, Stephen, Dana, all dead or missing, which meant dead and disposed of properly. I knew Konovalov needed to die, and he would have surely made me die a slow, agonizing death if the tables had been turned, but it still weighed heavily on my conscience. 

The worst, though, was the memory that replayed in my head repeatedly of the Ivan handing me my gun back then his face erupting like a volcano, the blood and brains spraying into my face like someone had just hit me with a cherry pie. I’ve been scared a lot in my life, and I’ve always told myself that the fear was good, it was helpful. It would keep me from making stupid mistakes and getting caught. But the pure terror that had burned through me at the moment I felt the hot, wet, slimy, chunky mess of Russian gangster glop into my face, something broke in me. I didn’t know why.

Petrovski gave me a fatherly squeeze then said something to the driver in Russian. He turned back to me and said, “We’ll get you to a proper doctor.” He removed his arm from around my shoulders and sat back on his side of the luxury sedan, pulling out his mobile phone. His fingers swiped across the screen twice then he spoke to whoever had answered. 

“It is done.” 



EPILOGUE - Recovery Management



Petrovski didn’t take me to a hospital, but I guess he had a place that was just as good, maybe better. A couple of the Texas Care Clinic offices were under Petrovski’s thumb. The Houston-only chain of walk-in clinics was a perfect front for being able to handle life and death situations that would cause too many questions at any other hospital, not to mention the ability to have access to any pharmaceutical a doctor could prescribe. 

Then there was the whole money laundering thing, as well as the profits from the real business of milking insurance plans for as much as possible. I could never understand why anyone would have to pay up front if they didn’t have insurance when it came to healing a sick or hurt child, or even a spouse. Anyone. Maybe I was bitter because I’d been refused three times before finding a hospital that would take Tanya when she broke her leg just after we graduated from high school. It was probably the morphine that coursed through me that made my mind wander through old memories. 

The doctor had done a perfect job, according to the doctor. Petrovski had agreed wholeheartedly, but my doped-up mind had tried to get my mouth to announce that Petrovski was as qualified to make a medical prognosis as I was to give him a rectal exam. A few slurred words had come out along with a lot of drool, then I laughed at the vision in my head of giving the Russian (and maybe his doctor too, I wasn’t too impressed with the man’s smugness nor the way he seemed to latch on to Petrovski as if the mobster had him on a leash) a Billy Jensen Rectal Examination Special. I passed out in the middle of a good joke and didn’t even get to see the expressions on their faces. 

When I woke up again, Dr. Savard, who turned out to be a pretty decent guy, smugness and all, told me I’d have to stay laid up in the back room of the clinic for two more days. Apparently I’d already been here for three. He also got his life threatened when he told me he was powering down my growing addiction for morphine. He gave me the spiel about heroin and prescription opiates until I threatened to cut off his cock and jam it up his ass. 

I thought it was funny the way that gunshot victims high on morphine think such things are funny, but I guess the doctor wasn’t amused. He came back an hour later and handed me a mobile phone. Petrovski politely informed me that I would indeed be cutting back on my morphine, and I would also not be seeking it or any other opiate beyond whatever the doc prescribed. He told me there was a celebration planned on Friday, three days away, and I was to attend. His final instructions went back to the horrible things his Ivans would do to me if I threatened the doctor anymore. 

The day before I was released, an Ivan named Donat brought me some street clothes, a new automatic and shoulder holster, a burner mobile phone, and a light brown briefcase. Donat set it on the little table next to my bed and opened it. I nearly ripped my stitches out trying to sit up to see if I was hallucinating. It was full of money. A lot of money. And a small padded envelope. I gestured to the Russian to hand it to me. 

Donat gave me a wicked grin when he set it in my hand, the clink of metal inside making more curious than afraid. I’d been expecting the guy to waste me. Nothing crazy like shooting me. That would be too loud, too messy. Something more personal, say, a rope around the throat, or an overdose of my morphine. Hell, if he’d just unlock the limiter on the drip, I’d hit the plunger fifty times in less than two seconds if I could. I was feeling the pull of the stuff, and it was making me shake a little. 

Of course, my shaking could have been attributed to the stacks of hundred dollar bills in the case, and the padded envelope that had a good handful of assorted jewelry. I never really paid attention to the stuff we’d ripped off from Konovalov, but I assumed whatever was in the envelope was part of it. 

“Finder’s fee,” Donat said when I looked up from the pile of sparkling metal and gems in my lap. 

“How much is in there?” I asked, tilting my head toward the briefcase on the table. 

“One hundred thousand for the job. One hundred fifty thousand bonus. There will be another two hundred fifty thousand for the bonds after you are on your feet.” 

I stared at the Russian. He looked more like he belonged in a boy band than beating up dumbasses like me or delivering cash to dumbasses like me. He gave me a smile that showed me all of his perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. I wondered if Petrovski had a few dentists locked into a never-ending payment plan. Houston was a huge city. There was probably no shortage of dentists with drug or gambling problems that somehow ended up finding their way to one of the many arms of Petrovski’s operation. 

“What kind of name is ‘Donat?’” I asked, handing the envelope back after putting the jewelry in it. He took it from me, set it in the briefcase, then closed it and engaged the locks. 

“Six-three-six,” he said. “Donat is a nickname.”

“What does it mean?” 

“It means I will kill you if I reveal the meaning of my nickname to you.” The toothy smile never left his face, but I sensed that he wasn’t bluffing. 

“All right, all right,” I said, holding up both hands. “It just doesn’t sound very Russian.” 

“What does it sound like?” 

“Uh… I don’t know. I’m not an expert on foreign affairs and shit. I know American and Mexican names and I can make up some Asian names real easy.” Amazingly, the snide insult that I would have found humorous but Donat would have probably found cause to murder me over didn’t make it out of my mouth. Maybe it was a good thing I was getting cut off the morphine. It might have saved my life. 

“Tell me what it sounds like or I won’t bring you your other gift.” The Russian folded his arms and glared at me. 

“Fuck, man, I don’t know. Czechoslovakian or German or something. I told you, I’m not Dora the fucking Explorer.” 

Donat leaned in close to me. “I will excuse your anger. Go easy on the dope. The boss, he does not like junkies.” 

He turned and walked to the door. I watched him go, part of me enraged, another part of me starting to jones for a dose, part of me wondering what my other gift was. I’d have shot him in the back multiple times if I thought he had a fix or a few pills on him. I was getting too edgy from withdrawal. Three days of heavy use and a fourth of having it dialed back didn’t seem like enough time to get hooked on the stuff, but it was easy for me. I had an addictive personality. Heroin and I had friends, even lovers, in the past. Both times had ended in near disaster. 

Donat was gone only about fifteen seconds when the door burst open and Tanya ran into the room. Her eyes were wet, her mascara and eye liner and whatever else she piled on was sliding around her face, leaving little smears and trails that painted her cheeks. She practically jumped into the bed with me. I let out a howl as I felt a stitch or two either blow apart, or it just felt as if they had. I looked down where she’d rammed something bony into my hip and saw a small spot of blood seeping through to the surface of the gauze. 

Donat and Dr. Savard peered their heads around the door frame to see what I was making noise about. I heard the door shut, but I didn’t see it, as Tanya leaned into me and gave me an awkward hug. I carefully scooted to one side and patted the bed for her to lie next to me. We held each other for a long time, long enough for both of us to sleep for a while. I woke up to Dr. Savard standing next to the bed, staring down at us. I opened my mouth to say something, but he held up a hand, then pointed to his wrist as if he were wearing a watch, letting me know it was time to close up shop and go home. He left a small paper cup with a couple of pills in it on the table next to the briefcase then let himself out, turning the lights off just before the door clicked shut, leaving only the soft glow of the LED strip above the hospital bed. 

“I’m hungry,” Tanya complained sleepily from my chest. 

“So go get something to eat.” 

“Are you hungry?” 

“Yeah, for whatever is in that cup over there.” I pointed to the pill cup on the table. 

“You need to eat.”

“Okay, Mom.” 

“Fine. Starve to death. I’ll spend all of your money on a man who is at least smart enough to eat between fixes.” 

“Ouch. That’s low.”

“That guy said you would get to go home tomorrow,” she said, changing the subject. Dope was a sore topic between us. She had the same addictive personality as I did. 

“Yep. You get to play nurse for a while.” 

“I don’t know anything about being a nurse. Can’t you just hire one?” 

“Jesus, Tanya. It’s nice to know I got shot just so we could both live. You could pretend to at least give a shit.”

“I do give a shit! I just don’t know how to play nurse. You know you always had to shoot me.” 

She loved to put the stuff in her veins as much as me, but never once did it herself. She hated needles, hated cooking it up, hated messing with the stuff in any way other than feeling it slide into her arm all the way into her chest and then quickly to her brain. 

“I know. Fine. I’ll hire a nurse. I’m going to make sure she has tits that would make a stripper jealous.” 

“I’ll use the money to hire a hitman to kill her.” I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. 

“Listen, baby,” I said, deciding we had better have this talk before I got out. “Things are going to be different now.”

“Different how?” 

“Well, for one, I guess we won’t be worrying about any stupid tweakers or dealers looking for revenge. Instead of looking over our shoulders for that, we’ll be looking over our shoulders to make sure one of these Russian assholes isn’t sneaking up on us. Petrovski hired me. It’s kind of a full-time thing, I guess.” I still didn’t really know what I was going to be doing for the man. 

“You’re going to work for him?” she asked, unable to believe I’d do such a thing after all we’d been through. 

“I’m not really being given much of a choice,” I said. “But for now, it’s a good thing. There’s a quarter million dollars in cash in that briefcase.” Her face looked like it had been pumped full of air the way her eyes got wide and nearly popped out of her skull. “And some of the jewelry. You can go through it and find a nice ring.”

“If that’s your way of asking me to marry you, go to hell.” Her face turned into what I called a super pout. It was the same expression I remember from girls in elementary school, especially the rich ones, when they didn’t get their way. 

“It’s not. I mean… I don’t know. I’m really buzzed right now from the pain meds. I meant just pick out something you like, we’ll sell the rest.” 

I was perfectly sober, but I wanted to ask her to marry me in a less idiotic way now. I hadn’t really mentioned marriage many times in our nineteen years together, and she’d never really shown anything more than a passing interest either. She’d surprised me with her reaction, and that told me it was important to her. Since she was the most important thing in my life, if it was important to her, it was important to me. 

“What do you have to do for him?” she asked, her face finally cracking, the super pout dissolving into a beautiful face plastered with too much makeup that had smeared where it hadn’t been swept completely away by tears. “Kill people?”

“No, I doubt that,” I said, knowing I was lying. Petrovski thought I was some kind of ace hitman or real life action movie hero. “Probably shit like driving someone around, maybe delivering stuff. I have no idea, but I’m sure it won’t be killing.” 

“Did… did you kill someone when you got shot?” Her fingers brushed against the wound in my hip. 

“We don’t need to talk about it,” I said. I’d done my best to protect her from most of my business over the years. 

“Yes, we do. Did you kill someone?” 

“Yeah.” 

I hoped if I said nothing, she’d accept it and move on. Out of all the times I wished she wasn’t so ditzy, wasn’t so easily distracted, acted as if she lived in different universe than the rest of us, now was not one of those times. I almost gave myself a nose bleed trying to will the phone to ring, the doctor to come in, hell, even Donat to show up and punch me a few times to pay back some interest to Petrovski. 

“Who?” 

“Tanya…”

“Tell me.”

“Konovalov.”

“The guy who’s always on TV?”

“Yeah. But, you know, try to keep quiet about that. Unless you want to trade sexual favors for chocolate and cigarettes in prison. Or end up in a hole in the ground out in the desert.”

“Jesus, Billy.” She looked pissed for a few seconds, then surprised me with a question. “Did he deserve it?” 

“Look, baby, some people do deserve to die. Child molesters, rapists, people who get kids hooked on hard dope, shitty people like that. It’s just the way it is.” 

“But did he deserve to die?” 

I shrugged. “Petrovski seemed to think so. Even if he didn’t, it was either him or me. If I didn’t kill him, Petrovski would have come after you, your family, everyone we know, then would have killed you and me in as slow, as horrible a manner as you can imagine. Probably worse than you can imagine. These bastards are sick.” 

She gave me a tight squeeze. “You did it for us.” 

“I’d do it again, a hundred times if I had to,” I said. 

Even if I had to relive the part where an Ivan’s face exploded into a bloody, slimy mess less than a foot from mine all one hundred times. But I didn’t need to tell her that part. She’d find out soon enough when I started having nightmares for the next few years because of it. 



*****



I parked the Crown Victoria at the curb and looked across the seat at Donat. He gave me his signature smile before we both exited the car. I unconsciously patted the pistol hanging under my arm. I hadn’t had to kill anyone yet, but a couple of times I’d been forced to put it in someone’s mouth or against their head.

My Russian partner looked back at me before opening the glass door to the little repair shop. The man we were coming to see was deep in debt to his partners, who unfortunately happened to be part of Petrovski’s network. Since he was an American, I’d do the talking while Donat did the intimidating. Whenever we dealt with one of the Russian immigrants that had foolishly found themselves within Petrovski’s world, I was the muscle, Donat was the negotiator. 

Not that we really negotiated. It was always us telling someone exactly what they were going to do from the minute we walked back out the door. Once in a while, we’d punctuate the instructions with a light beating, sometimes a severe beating. I didn’t really feel all that bad about cracking open a stupid American’s head. Anyone getting involved with a Russian mobster deserved to get their stupid American heads cracked open. 

The Russian immigrants though… I felt bad for them. I knew they’d probably come to America looking for a piece of the dream we were all supposed to be guaranteed, only to end up having to pay off some real or imagined debt to Petrovski. Maybe Petrovski was a Russian coyote, sneaking his fellow Russians into the country then forcing them to work for him to pay off the debt. Enough of the Russians we visited were the kind that deserved to be paid a visit by us, which made the unpleasant task of dealing with the helpless, mostly innocent ones a little easier to swallow. 

I was keeping score. For every single wrong, every insult, every person that Petrovski hurt, I would do whatever it took to pay him back one day. It might take twenty years or more, but even if the fucker was on his death bed, I’d be the one to step on his oxygen hose if I could arrange it, just so he knew Billy Jensen, an American, was the one that put his commie ass into the afterlife. Until then, Tanya and I were more than comfortable, and I had steady work that paid in the high six figures per year. 

All I had to do was stay alive long enough to come up with a plan that had more than a zero percent chance of me succeeding without ending up on the coroner’s table next to Petrovski. 
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A huge thanks to Diana Arbiser for helping me edit this, and a huge future thanks to her for when she begins translating all of my books into Spanish. Then I can get yelled at for being awful in another language besides English. As always, thanks to my wife, who is forced to read whatever I write (it’s in our marriage contract even though she claims otherwise). 



Thanks, more than anything, to you, since you just plunked down a buck or so for whatever you just read. If it was terrible, let me know. If it was good, give/loan/force to read at gunpoint the book to someone else. Hell, put it up at a torrent site for all I care. It isn’t that I don’t like this story (I very much like this story). It’s more that I am not a money-grubbing asshole, and while there’s a lot of authors and musicians and actors that are very much against file sharing, I’m not one of them. 

Sure, I believe in protecting my rights as an intellectual property owner, but I don’t have time (nor do I wish to make time) to chase every pirate down and hit him (or her) with a DMCA takedown notice (which isn’t worth diddly-squat outside of America’s borders, to be honest). More than that, if someone is crazy enough to download my books, they might be crazy enough to read them. If they’re that crazy, then it’s a 50-50 bet that they’ll be crazy enough to actually like the story. 

I enjoy making a living as an author, to be sure. I enjoy readers contacting me and telling me they enjoyed my story more than I enjoy making money. It’s pretty close, I’ll be honest, but I have a roof over my head, a wife who hasn’t murdered/divorced/slowly poisoned me yet, and I’ve got five cats that have a comfortable life, so… what else is there? I’m pretty sure I don’t need a 48,000 square foot mansion in Sun Valley or Aspen. Oh, I have electricity, heat and A/C, food, water… I’m pretty much set. 



(By the way, if you wish to help me buy a 48,000 square foot mansion anywhere in the world, I certainly wouldn’t refuse, but unfortunately, it would mean having to put up with me as your new BFF. You do NOT want this, trust me.)



(Also, if you did get this book for free and wish to help a brother out, you can find a PayPal button on my website, http://www.angrygames.com, and give me $.99. Or $.01. Or $999.99 (!!!). Yeah, I know, it’s too bad you can’t PayPal me a punch to the face, haha. I would totally go broke PayPal’ing myself.)



Right. Anyway, I hope to get some more Billy & Tanya out soon (probably Xmas season 2014 if all goes well). Not sure if it will be another novella, a short story, or what. I could probably write a novel about Billy’s (mis)adventures, but I kind of like keeping his stories short and focused. He seems like he’s a pretty good guy for being a pretty bad guy. Then again, I’m biased. 

I guess I should stop babbling and just get this thing published. Turn the page if you want to find out what other drivel I’ve written. 

I wouldn’t, but that’s just me.



Travis Hill

July 6, 2014 (slight revision, forgot to include the backend bits like this stuff you’re reading)

(and I like parentheses)

(a lot)

(!)



Stuff



Hey! Did you know that all conversations in the history of humanity always start with “hey!”? They totally do. 

But hey! Did you know that I also wrote some other stuff? It’s not very good (it’s downright awful, but I can’t say that as my wife is behind me tapping her foot and burning a hole in the back of my skull with her death-stare… she doesn’t like me being self-deprecating, but I don’t like her trying to fool me into taking a bath when she’s got a toaster, hair dryer, curling iron, radio, hand blender, and portable air conditioner perched on the edge of the tub). 

If you like crime-y stuff like what you’ve just read, you might like a book called “Enforcer.” It’s about a kid who was supposed to be a pro hockey superstar, but instead ended up working for a Romanian mobster. It’s kind of dark, not too pleasant, and fairly long at about 410 pages. 

If you like dark, gritty, emotional romance that involves two teenagers trying to escape the small town they grew up in (as well as escaping terrible parents), you might like “Alive, or Just Breathing.” I’ll warn you right off the bat that it’s not a happy story. There are no unicorns with rainbows coming from their posteriors.

Speaking of unicorns with rainbows coming from their asses… I don’t have any stories like that. But I should, right? 

If science fiction + romance is your thing, there’s this little (free) novella called “Departure” that is growing into something more in my lab (brain). It’s a bit sad too (there seems to be a pattern here). 

How about straight science fiction? I’m down with science fiction. I write a lot of science fiction. I also say “science fiction” any chance I get. I like the way it rolls off my tongue and enters my hear-holes. Right. Where was I? Ah, science fiction. If you like Time Travel type of stuff, there’s “Chasing Time,” a story about a very angry (and somewhat vulgar) operative that has to go back to 5th century France and assassinate some asshole who built a time machine and went back to 5th century France. Don’t worry, there’s not a lot of science fiction in it. It’s supposed to be a humorous yet philosophical type of story. But yeah, the main character curses a bit. 

Another Time Travel (I like to capitalize it for some reason) story I’ve published is called “Search Terms: Alpha.” Originally, it was supposed to be a single book. Then I let a couple of unsuspecting readers check it out before I published it, and they sort of talked me into stretching it into three or four books at about 50,000 words each (200-ish pages). Kind of a like a serial thing. Anyway, it’s about a college kid who orders some top-end computer parts to play video games. When the parts show up, they aren’t what he ordered. He puts it together, thinking he’s somehow the butt of a practical joke (we nerds LOVE doing this kind of shit to other nerds), but kind of freaks out when he discovers that it can pull web pages from the near future. Let’s just say the future doesn’t look all that bright. 

By the way, if you purchase the ebook version of “Chasing Time,” it includes “Search Terms: Alpha” and another short story for free. Pretty good bargain for $3.99, right? Or free, if you’re reading this after downloading it from The Pirate Bay. 

How about some non-preachy Christian science fiction? And I mean “non-preachy” in the way that Dan Brown’s “The DaVinci Code” was about Catholicism and Christianity but wasn’t preachy. My latest book is “Diabolus,” and I like to think of it as a mash-up of “The Exorcist” and “The Matrix” and “Skynet” (the evil computer from the “Terminator” movies). At the beginning of the 22nd century, a military AI that controls nuclear forces claims to be Satan incarnate, come back to the physical realm to bring about Armageddon. A disgraced ex-bishop and one of the new breed of tech-priests, fresh out of seminary, are tasked by the Vatican to bring the AI back under control. The bishop must confront the holographic persona of Satan, playing a deadly game with the fate of humanity hanging in the balance, while the young priest must jack-in to the AI’s core and purge the “demon” before it’s too late. 

I know, right? Weird! There’s no bad language, no sex, and only digital violence. I know, right? Weird x2! 

Let’s see, what else can I bore you with? 

Oh, if you’re into a bit of science fiction with dash of urban fantasy, there’s this book called “Ability.” A college chemistry major that manufactures illegal drugs on the side (kind of “Breaking Bad-ish”) tries to create the perfect drug. His roommate, a computer engineering major, tries to create the perfect learning system (think “The Matrix” when Trinity gets the helicopter flight training instantly uploaded into her brain). One night, while under the influence of a test batch of drugs, one of tries a test run of the learning program. It works, but with the unintended side effect of being able to manipulate physical objects with his mind (think “Heroes” kind of powers). It’s a book that starts out pretty light, but gets pretty dark at the end. 

Bored yet? That’s about it. I have other stories published, but you probably get the idea by now. Most of the unmentioned ones are free (and short stories or novellas). You can find ‘em by hitting my author page at Amazon, B&N, iTunes, Kobo, and Google Play. 



Welp, that’s enough shameless promotion. It’s about time I shut the hell up and let you get on with your life (and not a moment too soon, I think I saw police cars at the end of your block, and I’m not talking just one or two, but those dudes that wear body armor and arrive in the big black vans).

(also, a couple of K-9 units. Beware of these dogs. They like to bite men on the crotch. Holding a bandage + ice pack to your nether regions while sitting on a cold concrete bench in a holding cell is not a pleasant way to spend your evening, so hide the drugs / hookers / meth lab / bodies)


My website: http://www.angrygames.com
My Twitter: @Angry_Games
My Facebook page: Facebook.com/angryauthor
My Instagram: hah, I don’t have Instagram. I did try Tinder, but according to my very angry wife, they are two very different things. 
My mailing list (in case you want to know about new releases): http://eepurl.com/D2ktH (by the time you read this, there should be a signup button on the front page of my website)
My email address: author@angrygames.com / travish@angrygames.com (feel free to send me very mean emails)




All books are available in ebook format from all major retailers.

(* paperback version available)


One Bad Job:
Career criminal Billy Jensen and his pals have plotted for more than a year to take down Gennady Konovalov's jewelry store. When the heist doesn't work out exactly as planned, the survivors go into hiding.


Not only are the Dolgoprudninskaya, the second largest Russian organized crime syndicate in the world, searching for Billy and his crew, but the Dolgo's biggest rivals, the Solntsevskaya, have joined forces with them in an attempt to recover the seven million dollars' worth of stolen jewelry, cash, and bearer bonds.


After Alexi Nikolayev Petrovski, head of the Solntsevskaya in Houston, captures Billy's long-time girlfriend, the crew is left with no choice but to meet the Russian mobster on his turf. Billy learns that Petrovski isn't interested in recovering the stolen goods as much as he is in recruiting a new employee...


"One Bad Job" is the prequel to the free short story "One Last Job," available all major ebook retailers.


26,300 word / 70 page novella
Adult language / situations / violence



*Enforcer:
Eighteen-year-old Connor Dunsmore was about to begin his professional hockey career as the top NHL draft pick when an on-ice accident shattered his life's dream. Eight years and over five hundred stitches later, he's become a fan favorite as an enforcer for the Boise Bombers of the United Professional Hockey League.


Off the ice, Connor also moonlights as an enforcer for Costache Ojacarcu, the Bomber's owner, and head of a discrete Romanian organized crime operation in the Treasure Valley. What started out as running simple errands for extra money to supplement his meager hockey salary has evolved into collection, intimidation, and retribution.


After becoming an unwilling accessory to murder, Connor's life begins to spiral out of control. When he rescues a prostitute from an abusive drug dealer, he begins to dig himself in even deeper, and soon realizes how entrenched he truly is.


Adult themes / violence / language
132,000 words / 412 pages


*Alive, or Just Breathing:
Devin Fischer lost both of his parents when he was nine.
His controversial mother was taken from him in a freak accident. His father made him an emotional orphan that same day. Devin’s goal is to leave small-town Southern Idaho and the legacy of his mother’s sensational death behind. The only obstacles in his path are the last two years of high school, and the many enemies he’s made with his quick fists and quicker temper.


Melinda Liddy dreams of the day she can escape from the nightmare her life has become.
Her life has become a bitter tug-of-war between the need to escape from her drunken, abusive father, and her inability to leave her mother behind to face the monster’s explosive, unpredictable violence alone. As Melinda struggles to hold on long enough for an academic path, instead of becoming a runaway like her older sister Theresa, she finds a kindred spirit in Devin.


Together, they attempt to navigate the minefield of broken families, high school society, and the chaotic, sometimes confusing emotions that come with falling in love for the first time.


84,600 words / 255 pages
Mature themes / language


*Chasing Time:
A snarky, cynical government operative is sent back in time to 5th century France, during the reign of Clovis and the Frankish Empire. His mission: to find and eliminate Dr. Barnard Jameson, a rogue scientist, before history can be significantly altered.


Finding Bertric, aka Dr. Jameson, was the easy part. Eliminating the smirking, pudgy little scientist proves to be a lot harder than he expected.


The smug doctor's plans of advancing human civilization by introducing 21st century concepts and technology more than a thousand years early sound like the ravings of a madman with a God complex... but with the possibility to avoid the Dark Ages and the stagnation of civilization for almost a millennium, is Jameson's scheme a chance worth taking?


Strong language
60,215 words / 300 pages
BONUS: One bonus short story & the first book of a new time travel novel titled "Search Terms: Alpha" included (ebook version only).



It’s Better This Way: 
Twenty-three years ago, the 'bulls' appeared in orbit and destroyed Earth's infrastructure in less than ten seconds. 
These days, the alien invaders aren't as much of a problem as the surviving humans are. 
Evan Greggs learns that things aren't always as bad as they seem, but sometimes the choices to be made are as murky as they are difficult.

24,000 word / 70 page novella
Contains Adult Language
LGBT Friendly



Departure:
Today is my 40th birthday. It's also my last day on Earth. 
I get to do anything I want today, within reason, as long as I make it to the portal before my time is up. 
What I want is to spend the day with Cara and my two young children. 
I don't know what awaits on the other side of the portal, I only know that certain death awaits me here if I refuse to go. 

Some light adult content 
14,600 word / 50 page short story/novella (Science Fiction / Romance)


*Diabolus:
Salvatore Antonelli, a disgraced ex-bishop, and Benito Castillo, a young tech-priest fresh out of Seminary, are tasked by the Vatican to confront DAMON-1, a nuclear capable AI that claims to be Satan incarnate, returned to the physical world to bring about Armageddon.


The two clergy must battle to restore DAMON and purge Satan from the enslaved AI's core. The bishop is forced to play a deadly game with billions of lives in the balance, while the young priest must confront Satan's digital persona within the network.


The eternal conflict between good and evil, fought in the space between time, brings humanity and their AI creations to the dawn of a new age, and to the brink of annihilation.


"The Exorcist" meets "Skynet" meets "The Matrix" in this thought-provoking new science fiction thriller by Travis Hill.


66,000 words / 203 pages
Teen+ appropriate 




*Ability (Omnibus):
The end of the world began on YouTube... 
Brian Carter wanted to create a superior recreational substance. 
Garret Stewart wanted to create the next evolution in learning. 
Derry Clarkson wanted her two best friends to see reason. 
What happens when the perfect drug meets the perfect technology? 

Ability is a serialized urban tech-fantasy set in the near future. 
Contains: Adult Language / Situations / Drug use
60,000 words / 217 pages

Search Terms: Alpha:
College sophomore Tyler Gallagher loves computers, video games, and Thanksgiving Break. He's timed the arrival of his computer components with the holiday vacation from school to blast aliens and enemy soldiers alike on his brand new, high-end gaming machine.

When the parts arrive, it soon becomes apparent that they aren't what he ordered from TechTerritory. He plays along, thinking he's the butt of a practical joke, and builds the “quantum computer.” His annoyance turns to shock when the computer powers on.

Tyler's shock turns to a mix of disbelief and wonder when he learns the strange computer can pull web pages from the near future, which soon becomes fear and uncertainty when he discovers the future might not be so bright.

"Search Terms: Alpha" is the first book of a new time travel series.
"Search Terms: Beta" available Q4-2014.

52,000 word / 150 page novel
Adult themes / language




Eight Hour Fiction #1:
Two stories inspired by a JA Konrath challenge to write, edit, create a cover, and publish a short story in eight hours or less. 
1. A Career Move - A crash-landed alien tries to find his career path but isn't having much luck... 
3072 word short story (teen+ appropriate) 
2. Capture At The Hive - The Evil Queen Mother has finally captured General Megatron, Defender of the Galaxy. 
421 word flash fiction story (safe for children)


A Christmas Tale:
He knows if you've been bad or good...
The three Devlin boys are in trouble, and this year they might make it onto Santa's 'naughty' list. 


6,535 word short horror story (do NOT read this to your children unless you are really cruel or really weird)
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