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BRATVA VOW

 

THE PREQUEL

 

 

 

Thank you for picking up Bratva Kingpin.

If you’ve already read the prequel novella, Bratva Vow, you can skip ahead to Bratva Kingpin. 

If not, just continue to read the next page…


 

 

Funny thing about revenge. It could make a killer out of a nun.

— Kevis Hendrickson

 

Funny? You should meet some of the nuns I know.

— Kristoff Romanov


PROLOGUE

 

KRISTOFF

 

 

It was the last week before spring break and I was determined not to kick Scott Chapel’s ass. He was parked across my friend Viking’s body shop, about fifty yards away, spewing profanities at me. Going out there and smashing Scott’s head into a wall would cause a fight for sure. That could mean broken bones, a messed up hand. I needed my hand. One day my hands would be those of a surgeon.

Scott turned down the volume of his car radio, so I could hear his insults better. I’d heard them all before. None of them bothered me anymore; my skin was tougher than a rhino’s.

 I could easily take him, but he wasn’t alone today. He’d brought three more of his spoiled friends who wouldn’t want to be caught dead in my neighborhood, unless it was for a good cause. The cause being to fuel Scott’s hatred for me.

Hate, such a base emotion.

Once more I calculated the risk of beating him and his friends into a pulp. I weighed the satisfaction of kicking his ass versus the injuries I might receive. Every calculation ended up with either broken bones or me landing in juvie because his dad was a lawyer with friends in high places. The odds of winning the fight were not in my favor.

Always remember the odds.

“Hey! I’m talking to you, egghead.”

A growl erupted next to me. Viking emerged from underneath the hood of the car he was working on.

He scowled at me. “You gonna end that or what?”

“Or what.” I took another energy drink from the cooler and popped open the lid. Scott and his crew were nothing more than flies. Pesky little bugs who I would leave behind once I got into med school.

“What’s their beef with you, anyway?”

Aside from stupidity and jealousy? “Rose Lewinsky.”

Viking’s jaw slackened. “A girl? They’ve been pestering you all damn week over some pussy?” He wiped a spot of oil from his face with a rag, making a mess of his beard.

“Stay the fuck away from Rose!” Scott yelled from his SUV. He revved up his engine but didn’t dare to get out of the vehicle. 

Viking took another wrench from his workbench and pointedly crossed his imposing arms in front of his chest. Then he glared at Scott, who wisely continued to stay in his car.

I laughed when one of his friends closed his car window. Yeah, Viking had that effect on people. The guy was of Herculean proportion and his scowl screamed Don’t mess with me.

“She your girlfriend, or what?” Viking asked me.

“Lab partner.” I’d discovered that the less attention I gave girls, the more interested they got. Scott, with all his fancy clothes and cars, couldn’t understand why Rose would choose me. I knew why. I was a challenge to her. She wanted to conquer the “bad boy” from the wrong side of the tracks. Sometimes my life was a cliché.

A coke bottle crashed against the wall near my head and rolled along the floor. Brown liquid spilled out and the bottle left a wet trail in its wake.

Viking’s eyes flashed a blue thunder. I knew he was close to ripping out someone’s spine. He was working on his self-control issues, which was an ongoing process. I couldn’t have my only friend end up behind bars. The other day he’d almost bashed in his stepfather’s head. Unlike me, the big guy was all heart and rage. I didn’t feel much at all most days. It was a simple choice. You let people get to you, you’d get hurt, so I refused to feel any emotion at all.

Scott raised his voice. “Son of a whore!”

I sighed as I took another gulp of my drink.

“You gonna let him talk to you like that?” Viking growled.

I shrugged. “My mother is an escort.” 

She was also the most loving person I knew. A woman who made me breakfast every morning, except on Sundays. Because despite of her profession the church would spit her out for, she still held on to her rosary and never missed a religious Russian holiday. I decided long ago that I wouldn’t let any crude insults about my mother get to me. Getting angry when people called her names for a profession she chose in order to feed her kid, felt like a slap in my mother’s face somehow.

Viking grabbed a drink and held it up as a toast. “At least she’s not a junkie who lives with her dealer.”

Yeah, there was that. Despite everything, my mother made sure I never had to deal with a boyfriend or “uncle.” In fact, I couldn’t remember ever seeing a man in the house. The only person who ever visited us had been Inessa, my mom’s friend and colleague. Until one day she just ran off with a Russian mobster. The probability of that ending well was null. One day, I was going to get both of them out of the life. 

“See you around.” It was time for me to head home.

“See ya.”

The moment I walked out of the body shop, Scott’s car gave chase. The sucker didn’t know this part of town though, and by cutting across lawns and small alleys I left him behind in no time. I had other things on my mind, like celebrating my mom’s birthday. I’d gotten her white roses, her favorite flowers. She told me they reminded her of Russia and the winter garden she used to have. I knew all about the house she used to live in, from the hardwood floors to what flowers her gardener used to grow. I could picture the place in my mind effortlessly, as if I’d actually been there. 

She never said a word about the people she used to live with, however. Not a single syllable about her parents, siblings, or the name of the town or village. She and I were the only family we had, and it was enough. It was everything. One day I was going to buy her a mansion so big she would get lost in it. And it would have a winter garden filled with roses. We would finally get a dog. Today was a good day, and no one was going to ruin it. Not even Scott.

 

I knew something was off the moment I stepped into our apartment. Nothing seemed out of place, but there was a pressing silence that hung over our roof like a wet blanket. Usually, our pad was filled with music during the hours before my mother went to work. Vivaldi or Bach should have been blasting through the speakers. No Beethoven though; she found him too dark and a little twisted. I, on the other hand, loved dark and twisted. Vivaldi was what people believed love felt like. Beethoven, my man, he played what love actually felt like. If it ever came down to it, Für Elise would be the last song I’d play right before the world ended.

And when I walked into the kitchen, that was exactly what happened: the world stopped.

My mother lay in a pool of blood. On her back. Her head was slumped against the wall next to the sink and her flowery skirt was raised up to expose her belly. She was naked from the waist down.

A sledgehammer rocked into my chest, and I dry heaved. Slowly I walked up to the most beautiful woman in the world who lay in the most vile position. My feet waded through her blood that had already started to dry. I dropped to my knees and lowered her skirt to cover her legs.

My clenched hand holding flowers went slack and the bouquet dropped onto the floor. The white roses turned red as the petals soaked up the blood. 

I pressed an obligatory finger to her neck, checking for a pulse, but there was none. All I felt was the coldness of her skin, of the giant cavern of emptiness inside me.

It was two days before the neighbors called the police. For forty-eight hours I didn’t move from my position by her side. By then, the smell of my mother’s decaying corpse must’ve gotten to them. In my mind, she still smelled of roses and cinnamon.

The moment the cops spilled into the house, everything went very fast, yet in slow motion at the same time. Two of them pulled a gun on me. It took me a second to realize that they were yelling at me to put my hands up. When I didn’t react fast enough, they wrestled me onto my back and cuffed me. 

Two more days passed. Days in which I didn’t speak a word unless my state-appointed lawyer was present. What were the odds of me getting out any time soon? Did I even care? Frost had settled over my body, freezing my lungs, my precious hands. The hands and nimble fingers of a surgeon. Digits that now felt cramped, useless.

On the third day, they hauled me into a room at the police station.

“Ballistics came in,” the detective said. “You’re cleared.”

He looked at me with anticipation. Was I supposed to thank him for not suspecting me of matricide anymore?

When I didn’t react, he added, “You didn’t shed a tear, kid. And you were sitting next to her and that kitchen knife. What else were we supposed to think?”

As if tears could express what I felt. An ocean of them wouldn’t be enough.

I looked at the throbbing carotid artery along the side of his neck. The man was only a few cheeseburgers away from a heart attack. Grabbing the lawyer’s pencil and shoving it into the cop’s neck would hardly be a challenge, but what was the point? What was the point of anything anymore?

He cleared his throat. “Child Protective Services are on their way.”

“I turn eighteen in less than a year.”

I got another look of pity. “Like I said, they’re on their way.”

The lawyer—I’d almost forgotten he was in the room—gave me the rundown on how my life was going to look like for the next year. But someone had murdered my mother in broad daylight. And now no one seemed to remember that. As if her light leaving this world hadn’t made a dent in the universe at all.

“What about my mom’s killer?”

The lawyer stopped mid-speech and exchanged a look with the detective who was already halfway to the door. 

“We don’t have any leads yet.”

When I didn’t take my gaze away from the detective, he sighed.

“Look, kid, considering your mother’s profession, there’s a whole list of Johns who could be suspects. We’re going to talk to her…um…escort agency, but the odds of getting any solid leads are slim to none.”

Always think of the odds. What were the odds of a client breaking into our house in broad daylight?

“I need some air.” I needed to think, to regroup. To fucking feel something. Anything but this chill that had settled over me like a suffocating winter coat.

No one tried to stop me when I grabbed my stuff and left the station. The lawyer was already busy on the phone, working on his next case, and the detective was probably thinking about lunch.

Three days ago, a life that meant everything to me had been snuffed out. No one seemed to give a damn. This fucked up world just continued without her. The sun had risen and set, and risen again. 

It took me two hours to walk back home. Time I needed to clear my head. 

As I neared the apartment Viking’s number came up on my cell and I declined the call. Not now. Maybe never again. My vocal cords weren’t working correctly.

Some idiot had parked a shiny black SUV with tinted windows in front of the building. It practically screamed out to be stolen. Any other day, I would’ve thought of a way to nick some parts to sell to Viking, but not today. Money didn’t matter anymore. Nothing did. I was never gonna get my mom out of the escort business. I was… what the fuck was I going to do with the rest of my life?

The SUV’s doors opened. Two beefed up men in suits got out. I automatically analyzed the situation. They were obviously packing heat. 

When I passed the car, one of the men stepped in front of me and pointed at the back door. The other one opened the door, and motioned me in.

“Mister Sokolov wants to speak with you.”

He sounded as if I should be honored by that privilege.

“I don’t know a Sokolov. Don’t want to become his bitch selling his stuff on a corner either.” I’d seen too many kids on the block running guns or ice for the cartels or the Bratva.

A string of Russian curse words followed, and I pretended like I didn’t understand any of it.

Just as I gave him my back, a deep voice from within the car said, “You are Anyanka’s son.”

I froze. Slowly, I turned toward the voice. In the back of the car sat a man in an impeccable black suit. His hair was a steely gray, and his eyes held a challenge.

“I’m not here to make you my bitch. I’m here to make the world your bitch.”

My feet walked up to him of their own accord. There was something about him, about the way he’d said my mother’s name.

“How do you know my mother?”

“I was a friend.”

No, he wasn’t. “Then why have I never met you before?” If this guy was one of those crazy clients of hers who believed they were in love with her, this talk was going to go south fast. 

“We lost touch when she left Russia.” A hint of sadness crossed his face. “I got a call two days ago that she died. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Loss. Why did people use that word? As if I had misplaced her somewhere, and couldn’t find her.

“She didn’t just die. She was murdered.” And someway, somehow, I was going to find the fucker who did it. 

“What are you going to do about that?”

“Whatever I need to.”

Sokolov scoffed. “The man you are looking for is just a hired gun. The real killer is the man behind the curtain, the puppet master. You will never find him, let alone get anywhere near him. Not unless you follow me. Choose, right now. You want to be the predator, or you want to continue to be the prey?”

“Follow you where?”

He locked eyes with me. “To the deepest pits of hell, straight into the fire.”

“I’m already there.”

A crude laugh followed. “Nyet. You haven’t even sniffed a hint of sulfur yet, ditya.”

“I’m not a kid.”

Sokolov’s eyes narrowed. “So, you do speak your mother’s tongue. Maybe you won’t be a hopeless case after all. By the time I’ve trained you, you’ll put Lucifer to shame. All you have to do is give up your soul.”

I don’t think I had one to begin with. “If I go with you, you’ll find my mother’s killer?”

“No, ditya, you will find him.”

And kill him. The unspoken words hung between us like an invisible promise of retribution. All I had to do was to follow this man. 

Gladly. I was ready to become an apex predator. Ready to become Dr. Death.


 

 

 

11 YEARS LATER


1

 

KATYA

 

 

Blonde or brunette? I was debating which wig to throw away first when my phone alarm went off.  I grabbed my sparkly pillbox off the desk. Only one more week, and I’d be pill free. I could make it seven more days. A few days after that, I would finally start college. I could start dating. A new school would mean new people who didn’t know about the cancer. I’d meet boys who wouldn’t look at me with pity. It would be a fresh start for both me and my mom. Especially for my mom. Lately she’d been jittery. At first I thought it was because of my upcoming test results. She always feared the cancer would come back. Then I’d learned the truth: my mom was dealing with a stalker ex-boyfriend. I guess we could both use a break from the sick and crazy.

I heard a crash in the kitchen and rushed down the stairs. My mom had dropped a glass. Shards were scattered across the floor and she was already reaching for a broom. When I saw the ill-concealed panic on her face, my stomach dropped.

“He found you again, didn’t he?”

She didn’t look up when she spoke, “Pack your bags, Katya. We’re leaving in five.”

No, no, no. Not again. “But mom… I don’t understand. Why don’t we just go to the police? They could—”

“I already explained this to you. He has friends at the police department. Judges in his pocket.”

“But—”

“I said go, Ekaterina.”

Feeling deflated, I went back up to my room and slammed the door. My mom was everything to me. She’d been with me through thick and thin, and never made me feel like I was a burden. I knew it wasn’t easy being a single mom. I expected it was both a relief and a curse that she worked from home as a graphic designer. It gave her freedom to use her time the way she wanted, which sadly had mostly comprised of hospital visits with me. It also meant that she had hardly any social life. So when she told me she’d met a guy, I was ecstatic for her. Who would have guessed that a boring accountant named Ted could turn out to be such a nightmare? I pulled my “getaway” duffel bag from the back of the closet and grabbed the baseball bat next to it. I’d never met the guy, but if I ever did I’d break every bone in his body.

It still gave me chills when I thought back on that evening months ago when I’d found my mom battered and bruised in the bathroom. She had believed I was asleep and was already trying to cover herself up with make-up.

With a reluctant sigh I grabbed my books off the side table. I never went anywhere without my favorite; a collection of fairy tales by the Brothers Grimm. The original ones of course, not the Disney version. No matter how sick or sad I was, whether I was puking my guts out from the chemo or my hair fell out in clumps, I could always count on these stories whisking me away. It was the small things in life that made me want to keep on living it.

I suddenly remembered that I’d left my phone in the kitchen and slowly, as not to disturb my mother, went back downstairs. She wasn’t in the kitchen anymore but the floor was pristinely clean. I heard muffled sounds from her office. She was clearly on the phone. Unable to fight my curiosity, I pressed my ear to the door.

“I don’t care who you are. I said I need to speak to your boss Kristoff, right now.”

Whoever was on the other end of the line apparently didn’t give the right response, because my mother took in a deep, ragged breath.

“Did you tell him it’s Inessa? His mother’s best friend? What do you mean, you can’t talk to him right now? Fine,” my mother snapped. “If he can’t bother to come to the phone because he’s indisposed, I’ll go to him myself.”

I heard her slam the phone on her desk, which was my cue to make myself scarce.

What was going on? Who was this Kristoff? I’d never heard her mention that name before. Then again, mom rarely talked about her past or any family. All I knew was that they had died in a tragic car accident and she’d been the only survivor. She and I, we were a team. A two-person family.

We were on the road in less than ten minutes. My mother’s hands clutched the steering wheel, her knuckles turning white. I didn’t open my mouth until we passed the sign which read Welcome to California.

“Where are we going?”

“To the son of a friend. The only man I know who can keep you safe.”

As far as cryptic answers went, this one was king. Wait, why had she said it that way? 

“You mean ‘us.’ Keep ‘us’ safe.” When she didn’t answer, my heart did a painful thud. “Mom, you’re scaring me.”

She patted my hand. “Of course I mean us, kotichka.”

“So, who is this friend?”

A sad smile formed on her face. “Anyanka was my best friend a long time ago. She died a few years after you were born. Kristoff was only seventeen, just like you are. I lost touch with him when his mother died.”

“Where does he live?”

“San Francisco.”

“And is he like a cop or something?”

Her fingers tapped nervously on the steering wheel. “Or something.”

Well, that didn’t sound ominous at all. With a sigh I nestled into the car seat and closed my eyes. “You know you’re only getting away with these half-baked answers ‘cause you’re driving and I’m sleepy.”

She chuckled. “I know. Don’t worry. I’ll tell you more once we’re there.”

Wherever “there” might be.

Maybe it wasn’t so much about the destination, but about the journey, just like in the novels I’ve read. I’d lived a thousand lives through my heroines’ eyes. I’d been all over the world with them, falling in love with my book boy friends, having my heart broken by them. It seemed like it was finally time for my own adventure to begin. 


 

I’m a fighter. I believe in the eye-for-an-eye business. I’m no cheek turner. I got no respect for a man who won’t hit back. You kill my dog, you better hide your cat.

— Muhammad Ali

 

You kill my dog, it’s no use hiding. I will find you, and I will kill you.

— Kristoff Romanov
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KRISTOFF

 

 

Confucius was wrong. I’d only be digging one grave tonight. The one for the dead motherfucker lying on the floor of my basement. It had taken me a decade to find my mother’s killer. The proverbial fly in my soup who had been poisoning me for years was finally no longer alive.

I put the knife down on the table next to the chainsaw. The last pieces of light inside of me extinguished. It was all darkness, pitch black now. There was a silence inside me, and it was beautiful.

Maybe Sokolov had a point.

Men like us, the Vory, we live in the shadows. We are not quite dark, not quite light.

Blood was dripping from my hand and once again I waited for it to happen. Waited for when I would feel a base emotion again. Joy, rage, happiness...anything. All I felt was content, which was a ridiculous feeling for a monumental moment like this. Perhaps it was because this hitman was just the first domino to fall; merely the beginning of the chain. I didn’t have the clout yet to take on the bastard who’d hired him. The man who ruled the state of San Francisco. A man who was considered to be untouchable. A man who was the worst of the worst; a freaking politician.

I would get to him eventually if it was the last thing I did. Maybe then finally I’d feel something, have peace, find a spark of light in the darkness shrouding my vision. Monsters weren’t born, after all—they were made. And I was one of them.

The door cracked open and Viking sauntered in, bringing with him the scent of smoke and a hint of gasoline.

He glanced at the body. “Good, you’re finished. There’s a situation.”

There always was. “Unless the house is on fire, I don’t care right now.”

An indescribable look appeared on his face, which was weird. Usually I could read him like a map, which led down one of two roads; rage or a thirst for violence. Ever since his girl had left him to marry another man, he had an extremely short fuse. Like me, the man lived for vengeance.

“Not the house,” Viking said.

“Then I don’t care.”

“You will.” After those ominous words he simply left.

Perhaps the Jamaicans, who believed they could cut in on our gun trade, had set one of our cars on fire. 

I stepped over the body and followed him outside. As soon as I reached the backyard, the acid smell of burnt flesh hit my nose. It couldn’t be one of our soldiers; Viking wouldn’t have been that calm. A sense of foreboding washed over me before I even saw the motionless form on the ground.

It wasn’t a man at all. It was the one thing that brought me joy like no human ever could.

A few soldiers stood around the still sizzling remains of my dog. They gave me a wide berth when they saw me coming. 

Never show anyone your pain, ditya. Pain is for the weak. Only the weak give their enemies tools to use against them.

My mentor’s sprout of wisdom resonated deep within me. Of course, the bastard had been flogging me while he spoke those words. He’d been beating the shit out of me for going against one of his damn rules back in Siberia. Basic Navy SEAL training had nothing on Sokolov’s boot camp.

I towered over Cerb’s remains. My gaze fell on his silver collar a few feet away. They had taken it off so there would be no doubt in my mind whose dog this was.

When I continued to stay silent, the soldiers left to return to their job of patrolling the perimeter. 

I clenched and unclenched my hands. No one would tell any tales about me flipping out over a mutt. I was the one who decided to feel rage, hurt, or whatever the fuck I was supposed to feel. No one else but me.

“There’s also another matter.” Viking leaned against the wall, lurking there like a gargoyle. “Some woman called, claiming she was your mother’s...”

I tuned him out and eyed the remains of my dog again. They’d set him on fire. Someone had fucking set my dog on fire. 

“The twins know about this?”

Viking shook his head. “Haven’t told them yet what the Jamaicans did. You know how they feel about animals.”

I knew. There was a reason for the legendary stories about their exotic pets. Most of them were no more than that—urban legends. But the stories all had one thing in common: they spoke to the twins’ love for animals. Either of them would kill a man without blinking an eye, but they would never harm a defenseless animal. To them, it was a cardinal sin.

Viking eyed me closely. “What do you want me to do?”

What could a man do when his dog had been burned to a crisp? Apparently, I was digging two graves today, after all. 

“To get me a shovel.” 

And grenades. And a whole lot of AK-47s. Lots and lots of them. 

Tomorrow night, the head figures of the Russian Bratva were gathering at my house. I had to show them I was cool, collected, and in control. But the morning after they left I was setting the city on fire, because we were going to war against the Jamaicans.
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KATYA

 

 

We made two stops before we finally arrived at the Golden City. By then, night had settled and darkness shrouded the bay, not exactly honoring its shiny name.

My mother stopped the car in front of a two-story Victorian mansion on the outskirts of town. It stood lonely on a hilltop, far away from the nearest houses. An enormous black gate blocked our entry and high walls surrounded the entire property. There were men inside the gate patrolling the perimeter.

“It looks very…guarded.” I didn’t know how else to describe the place. When I didn’t get a reaction from my mom I fell silent again. I still didn’t know who this Kristoff was and if I wanted to meet him.

The door next to the gate opened. My eyes widened when I got a better look at the man who approached us. He looked like the personification of one of those Greek marble statues I’d once seen in a museum. Except he was in color, and in the flesh. Golden-blond hair brushed his shoulders, and his taut muscles were not very well hidden in a suit that seemed to be custom made for him.

It probably was. Dressing him in anything off the rack would be a crime against women. For that matter, against men as well, ‘cause I’d bet he got attention from both genders. If there was a third sex or another species in this universe, they’d be smitten too.

He walked up to my mother’s side of the car. “What can I do for you ladies?”

“I’m here to see Kristoff. I called earlier.”

His eyes narrowed. “Well, aren’t you miss persistent.” He walked around the car. When he reached the trunk, he tapped on it. 

My mom pressed a button and the trunk sprang open. After he made sure that it held no threat, he walked back to my mom’s side of the car.

I felt like I was starring in a spy movie or something. What exactly did he think we could possibly do to him? 

He spoke something into a walkie talkie and the heavy front gate opened.

My mother drove up to the front porch and we got out of the car. Another man, closer to my age, walked out of the house and appeared next to the Adonis. He scanned my mother like they did at the airport. My mom didn’t say a word, apparently finding it normal to be patted down.

I gave the Adonis an annoyed look.

“Can’t be careful enough,” he said. “Dangerous people come in all sizes and genders these days.”

I scoffed. “Right.” When the new security guy came at me, I stepped back. I didn’t like the idea of his hands all over me. The day I’d left the hospital, hopefully for the last time, I’d sworn it would be the final time anyone poked and prodded me.

The man frowned and took another step toward me, but my mother intervened.

“Katya doesn’t like to—”

“Yuri,” the Adonis snapped. His eyes rested on my hands as they clutched my upper arms.

I hadn’t realized I was doing it again. It was a nervous trait I couldn’t seem to be able to quit.

“I, um, really don’t have a gun on me or anything.” What were they thinking? “I mean, look at me.”

“I am,” he said. “So?”

I was taken aback when I realized that he wasn’t treating me like a frail cancer patient. How odd...and refreshing.

“So, it’s not like I could hurt you or anything.”

“I bet that’s what Mata Hari said. You know, right before she cut a guy’s balls off.”

I scowled. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

The Adonis shook his head. “Would it help if a woman did the search?” 

Seeing as this was apparently the only option, I reluctantly nodded.

“Get her a woman, Yuri,” the Adonis said.

The man looked surprised. “What woman, Angel? There are no women here, you know that.”

There weren’t? I gave my mother a look, but she was busy checking her phone.

“And what exactly is Olga?” Angel asked. “An alien?”

“Ah,” said Yuri, who apparently needed to be reminded that there was a human of the female persuasion in the house. He turned on his heel and hurried inside the house.

While waiting I glanced around the place. At first I tried to be circumspect, pretending I wasn’t checking out the half-dozen men walking around the grounds holding guns. Angel, seeing my not so well hidden curiosity, only smiled. 

He had dimples. Oh my God, he had the cutest laugh, and my heart did a happy dance. Feeling my cheeks heat I looked away, spotting a path that seemed to lead into a garden. 

Finally Yuri returned with a small, stern-looking woman by his side. She checked me for any concealed weapons, and snapped something at Angel in a language which sounded like Russian. Polish perhaps.

I felt like I had somehow offended her, which was ridiculous since we hadn’t even exchanged any words.

“She says you’re too thin,” Angel explained. “Be glad you’re not staying, or else she would feed you until you went up two sizes.”

“Can I go inside now?” my mom asked impatiently.

“Sure. Follow me.”

My mother turned to me. “Wait here.”

She left before I could protest. I was stuck standing on the front porch of what could have been the Scarface mansion. Since no one paid me any more attention, I decided to explore.

There was a gazebo near the outer wall which seemed like a nice place to sit. I walked up to the structure, which had white roses growing along the latticed walls. Suddenly an acid scent wafted toward me. What was that?

I continued on the path and it led me deeper into the garden. The smell intensified. Just as I thought it was about to come to the walkway, I saw him. A shirtless man stood next to a pile of dirt, holding a shovel. His back was turned toward me. Perhaps it was the gardener. Curious to know what he was burying, I slowly walked closer.

A single light coming from the gazebo shone onto his back and my heart thudded when I saw the crisscross of faint gray scars. There were at least a dozen. Someone had tortured this man. I wanted to run back to the car, but my legs kept moving forward. They walked toward adventure, toward a new experience, to… life. 

I ducked underneath a branch and felt something pull at my hair. Impatiently I plucked a few strands of hair loose from some leaves. All my attention was on the gardener who was digging a hole.

My breath hitched. Next to him was something wrapped in a tarp. Oh, my God. He was burying a body.

He turned and our eyes met. Thick lashes which almost seemed too long for a man surrounded his dark eyes. I felt something stir deep inside me. His sleek, black hair brushed over the corded muscles of his shoulders. I had no idea God made men like him. First the golden Adonis, now this Greek deity. Maybe my hormones were acting up because I was almost eighteen and had never even been kissed by a boy. I was looking at the hottest man I’d ever seen. Maybe I should skip teenage boys and dive right into this man’s arms.

I knew I should feel something other than a morbid curiosity about what he was doing, but it was overwhelming me. When you’d looked Death in the eyes countless times, there wasn’t much that could strike fear into your heart.

The too-hot-for-his-own-good gardener looked like a beautiful prince of darkness—as if he’d walked straight out of one of my gothic romance novels. But the heroes in my fantasies had nothing on him.

The foul smell grew more pungent as I got closer. Something bad had happened here.

He pinned me with his gaze and it felt as if an electric current raced through me. It wasn’t out of fear—okay, not just out of fear—but it was also from the poorly hidden pain in his eyes. Something else was in his gaze too. Pain and…rage. For a split second there was blood lust displayed on his gorgeous face. 

I waited for him to say something. It felt like my lungs had seized up and my tongue had frozen. A few beats passed in complete silence. Part of me wondered if I was going to end up in the same grave next to the person who had obviously been burned, based on the rancid smell that hung over the garden like a dark cloud.

I looked a little closer and noticed a silver dog tag in the dirt. It had a C etched onto it. Relief washed over me, together with sadness because I realized someone had burned this man’s dog.

I edged closer. “I’m sorry about your dog.” He still didn’t acknowledge my presence; he just put the body into the grave and started covering it.

“Was he yours?” I asked.

The man nodded, staying silent.

“What was his name?” I tried again.

“Cerberus.”

“Guess that makes you Hades,” I mumbled.

He turned and looked surprised. “You know your classics.”

“I was home-schooled.” Also bedridden for years so I’d had a lot of time to read. The ancient Greeks had the most amazing stories.

“Beats being street-schooled.”

I looked at the second, smaller shovel next to him. “You need a hand?”

“Death doesn’t bother you?”

I’d been friends with the Reaper for years. “He’s just dead. Everyone dies.”

I got an approving look. “True.”

That was so not the reaction I expected. “Aren’t you going to say that I’m too young to be this cynical?”

“One can never be too young to become disenchanted with life.”

“That’s…” I didn’t know what that was. “You sound…”

“I believe the word you’re looking for is morbid.” He put down his shovel. “How old are you?”

“Eighteen.” He stared at me until I almost started squirming from discomfort. “Fine, I’m seventeen, but I’ll be eighteen the day after tomorrow.”

“That’s two whole days. Why would you want to rush toward that day if you don’t know it’s going to be any better than this one? A lot can happen in forty-eight hours. Two days ago, my dog was alive. He was chasing a ball and chewing on Angel’s favorite Italian loafers. Good times.”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen in forty-eight hours,” I admitted. “I don’t think ahead like that. I just do birthday resolutions and try to live up to them.” The operative word being ‘live.’ Every year for the past three years I’d asked for the same wish: to be cancer free. This year was the year, I had decided. Seventeen would be the magic number, the perfect age, when my life would change for the better.

He brushed the sweat off his brow. “And what is your Sweet Eighteen resolution?”

To be kissed by a boy.

No, a man.

By you.

I smiled. “The three l’s—to live, love, and laugh.”

A quizzical expression appeared on his face. “Who exactly might you be, Miss Live, Love, and Laugh?”

Right now, I want to be your Persephone. 

“I’m Katya. My mom brought me here to see your boss.” A brow lifted in question. “Kristoff Romanov,” I reminded him.

His lips thinned. “He doesn’t like the name Romanov.”

I shrugged. “Then maybe he should change it instead of being a big baby about it.” There were worse things in life than not liking your given name. Like cancer, chemo, and an itchy wig.

Was that a hint of a smile I saw on his face?

“What if that name defines who he is?”

I wasn’t sure why he was asking a complete stranger about this, but something told me he was in a soul-searching mode thanks to the untimely death of his dog. I got that reaction from people a lot. Usually it was when someone discovered I was sick. For some reason it made a person think about their own mortality or life choices. As if being confronted with the fact that I was dying pushed them to make it all about them. The worst were the people who believed they ‘helped’ me when they went on and on about how everyone should seize the day. Like I didn’t already know. But for some reason, I didn’t believe this guy was one of those people. I think he knew all too well how precious life could be. The man was burying his dog in the middle of the night in the backyard. And he’d looked spitting mad during the process.

“Look, I’m only seventeen, but even I know a name is just a name. It’s about what you do with your life, right?”

“Wise words, Miss Three L’s.”

I didn’t sense that he was mocking me, so I let it go. I chin-jerked at the grave. “You must’ve cared about him a lot.”

“Care? I suppose I did, as much as a man with a heart as black as night can care about another.”

It didn’t sound like he was joking. Where in the hell—or should I say Hades—had my mother brought me?


 

Medvedenko: Why do you wear black all the time?

Masha: I’m in mourning for my life, I’m unhappy.

— Anton Chekhov

 

Happiness is overrated, so is life.

— Kristoff Romanov
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KRISTOFF

 

 

I felt a prickle on the back of my neck. Someone stood a few feet behind me. I turned to see it was a teenage girl. 

She’d taken one look at me and compared me to the god of the underworld, the ruler of the dead. I had been called out by a slip of a girl. A girl who sounded like she was in a rush to grow up. Little did she know that the older you got, the more joy life sucked out of you, and the deader you became inside. She had one thing right though. Cerberus actually had meant something to me. I’d brought that mutt all the way from Russia, where I’d found him on a street corner fending off a pack of rats. I was going to butcher those fucking Jamaicans.

Her innocent, pain-filled eyes gazed straight into my tarnished soul, and something odd happened. A sliver of light shone through me, reaching my insides for a speck of time.

“Kristoff!” Angel yelled from behind her.

The girl’s eyes grew wide, and even in the dark I noticed the pink blossoming on her cheeks.

“You could’ve introduced yourself. It’s rude to misrepresent yourself.”

I walked up to her until we stood toe-to-toe. “Little girl, you will never meet another man who will misrepresent himself less than me. Everyone who knows me knows exactly who I am.” And what I’m capable of, especially if you fucking kill my dog.

Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t step back. Somehow I knew she wasn’t the type to ever step back.

“I am not a little girl.”

I didn’t bother to point out that her petulant tone was proving her wrong.

I gave her my back as I turned to address Angel. “Care to tell me what she’s doing here?”

“She’s here with her mother. A woman called Inessa.”

I stiffened and ignored his curious look. I glanced back at the girl and saw the resemblance. With her honey-blonde hair and doe-green eyes, she was the spitting image of the woman I remembered. “Where is she?”

“That’s it? You’re not gonna tell—”

“There’s nothing to tell. She’s just a ghost from the past.”

He snorted. “Your ghost is waiting for you inside, haunting the living room. Never seen anyone that nervous before. She’s probably poltergeisted a hole in the carpet by now.”

A curse sounded behind me, and I turned around.

The girl stood over Cerb’s grave. She’d dropped white roses onto the soil, and was staring at her fingers. Her bloody, fucking fingers. A thousand watts of electricity exploded in my chest. Those damn, bloody, white roses. 

I walked up to her and grabbed her hand. Ice coated my veins when I saw the streaks of red across her palm.

“What the fuck did you do?” I roared.

Huge eyes stared up at me. “I just wanted to do something nice for—”

“No one asked you to.”

“But—”

“I fucking hate roses.”

She scowled at me. “Do you hate everything, including your last name and flowers? How about unicorns, or ice cream, or babies?”

As she listed off things any sane person would love, at least according to her, all I could see was my mother’s body. I could still smell her floral fragrance. Sometimes if I tried really hard, I could will away the odor of decaying flesh and the buzz of flies that had surrounded her.

I bit the inside of my cheek and pushed away the memories. And it was all because of her. Inessa’s daughter. I’d turned my back on her for two seconds and already she was wreaking havoc in my life. What the hell was her mother doing here? And more importantly, when were they leaving?

I released her hand. “Don’t let her out of your sight,” I barked at Angel.

I stomped back inside, searching for the culprit of my distress. Inessa looked exactly the way Angel had described her; pacing nervously on the living room carpet.

The years had been kind to her. She was still a beautiful woman, just like I remembered her. My last memory of her was that she’d followed her Russian boyfriend to the old country. And we never heard anything from her after that.

“How did you find me?” It was suspicious that she would now suddenly pop up in my life. The woman hadn’t even bothered to show up to her supposedly best friend’s funeral. 

“I still have a few contacts from my old life.”

Of course, how could I forget? It was what my mother and Inessa called their existence before coming to America.

“What can I do for you?” I got straight to business. Forget small talk.

Her eyes softened. “It devastated me to hear about your mom.”

“Noted.” There was nothing more to say. Condolences eleven years post-mortem didn’t have that punch she was looking for.

“I never got the chance to say goodbye.”

Why was she going on about this? “I did. For two whole days as I sat next to her body.”

She winced. “Yes, I heard about that.”

Had she now? “You must have had great contacts back then.”

“Your mother and I had made a promise to each other. If anything happened to either of us, we’d take care of the other’s child.”

“Guess you failed at that.”

Guilt clouded her eyes. “You’re not going to give me an inch, are you?’

I grabbed a bottle of vodka from the cabinet. I wasn’t sure why I was making it difficult for her. There was no way I would have gone with her instead of Sokolov. She couldn’t have given me what he had. It just bothered me that after all these years she only remembered having a best friend when she was about to ask me for a favor. Because why else would she be here now?

“Again, what can I do for you?” I poured another glass and held it out to her, but she declined.

“I’m in trouble,” she confessed.

Of course she was. I downed my drink and waited for her to continue.

“Someone’s after me.”

“And you want me to take care of him.”

She shook her head. “You can’t. And even if you could, I’d never ask that of you.”

An odd statement, considering my line of work. “Then what?”

In a sudden move, she grabbed my hand. It felt like hot coals were being pressed to my chest. I almost pulled back. I pointedly looked at her hand. Had it been a man, any man, I’d have decked him. 

“I want you to promise me you’ll take care of my daughter.”

I subtly tried to step back, but she didn’t release me. I was seriously reconsidering my position on hitting a woman, when desperate eyes bored into mine. The look took me back over a decade and cracked open the door to some fond memories. To a time when my mother and Inessa had taken me on a picnic, and had made me a birthday cake. No matter their late working hours, they always made time for me.

“Do you know what you’re asking of me?”

Inessa nodded. 

I highly doubted it, so I explained. “As my protegé, she will be regarded as a Bratva princess.” Even if it were only for a few days, it could have consequences. Severe ones. 

The woman’s eyes became misty. “She is a princess.”

I supposed all mothers thought that about their daughters.

“Another thing,” she said with a sneer in her voice. “Keep her away from the Bratva.”

“Keep her away from the Russian mob? I suppose this is the right time to tell you I’m having a Bratva meeting tomorrow night at my house.”

She blanched, and for a split-second looked indecisive. “I…I don’t have another choice. I’ll tell her to keep inside her room.”

“If I were a modest man, I’d say your confidence in me is humbling.”

She looked me straight in the eyes. “It’s not you I have so much confidence in. It’s your mother. I don’t believe that Anyanka’s son could ever harm my daughter.”

Everything inside me urged me to flee the room. To turn my back on this woman and her daughter, and avoid the feeling of impending doom they had brought with them.

“Promise me, Kristoff.”

No one would touch them while under my roof. “You will be safe here.” And she would owe me.

“I’m not only talking about right now. I’m also not asking for myself. I need to leave for a while and I can’t bring Katya with me. Promise me you’ll keep her safe while I’m gone.”

Gone. She’d been here less than an hour and already broken several of my rules. It felt like she’d been here forever. I couldn’t wait for her to be gone.

“And when exactly will that be?”

“In an hour.”

That was very specific. “What’s going to happen in an hour?”

She shook her head. “Never mind that. Promise me that you’ll protect her with your life until I return.” When I hesitated, her eyes watered. “Do you want me to beg you? Because I will.”

“What more do you want? I already said I would.”

“I want a blood vow.”

Blyat. She’d done her homework. That kind of Vory law was unbreakable. Which was exactly the reason why I never made them. I had to remember that this woman, like my mother, once had been a part of the Bratva world. She knew exactly what she was asking of me. The question was, why anyone would want to leave a girl in my care? Didn’t she know I dealt in death, not life?

Her fingers clutching my arm felt like manacles. They were burning my skin, reminding me of what had happened to Cerb. It looked like my dog wasn’t the only one who got burned today.

“Please. She’s only a child.” 

Desperate eyes bored into my soul, as if trying to find a hint of the kid who she’d once babysat. But she would never find him. That boy had died a long time ago. I refused to become responsible for another teen again. I’d taken in the twins, and Yuri, who I’d found in a leaking boat. But they were men now, and they knew the life. 

But to take in a girl? Hell, I didn’t know the first thing about teenage girls. My house wasn’t cut out for boy band posters, nail polish, and that time of the month.

When it became clear I wouldn’t budge, she let go of my hand.

“If your mother were alive…” The disappointment in her voice felt worse than any beating I’d gotten in Siberia.

I don’t know what demonic spell came over me as I said, “I vow it.” 

A careful smile appeared on her face. I bellowed for Viking, who was never far away, and bent to grab the knife from my ankle holder.

“I know who raised you,” Inessa suddenly said, and I stiffened. “I mean, after Anyanka. You can’t tell Sokolov about Katya.”

Because the man saw everyone as a pawn and poisoned their souls? It wasn’t an unreasonable request on her part.

Viking arrived, and I nodded at her. She held up her hand, palm up, and I made a small incision. Then I cut my own palm and pressed our hands together.

“I vow on my blood to protect your daughter with my life.”

We turned to Viking.

His jaw was set, but he nodded. “As I witness.”

It was done.

There were tears in her eyes. “Your mother would be proud.”

A prickle started in the back of my neck. Something in her tone set me on edge, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. 

“Don’t give me that look, as if having my daughter around will be such a hardship. I know the life men like you lead. You don’t realize it yet, but I just brought a priceless gift into your house. You need to be around sunshine, not rain clouds.”

Sunshine? My life was one big stormy cloud. I hadn’t felt a ray of light on my soul for ages. Nothing, no one could change that. Certainly not an innocent, smart-mouthed girl.

After a nod she left the room, leaving me alone with Viking.

He shook his head. “What the fuck were you thinking? Giving a blood vow to protect some girl?”

“Don’t worry, she won’t be staying long.”

“She won’t?” He looked skeptical.

Of course not. No mother in her right mind would leave her child with me indefinitely. It would be like leaving a kitten on hell’s doorstep. All my world would do, all I could do, was to corrupt her. 
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KATYA

 

 

Kristoff Romanov was intense. And probably slightly unhinged. I could still feel the heat of his fingers clutching my wrist. There’d been a darkness swirling in his eyes that had scared me. I saw right through him; whatever dark thoughts he had, they were neatly locked up inside a bottle, like a genie. He held a tornado inside. I could tell, because I’d felt the same for ages. When your ‘home’ was divided between your house and a hospital room, any joy, or spontaneity wilted away like a flower exposed to the sun for too long without water. There was one difference between us though. I had smashed my bottle. My spirit was finally free, ready to rejoice, enjoy, and experience life. There was no putting the genie back into its glass prison.

I stayed rooted to the spot after the white rose incident for a minute until I decided that he could go screw himself. I wasn’t putting up with it. Whatever his deal was, it was just that, his deal, not mine. The gloom and doom that hung over this mansion wasn’t mine either, nor did I want to experience it any longer. I went in search of my mom.

She was in the living room, standing before the French doors. 

“Katya, there you are.”

I hurried to my mom. “I can’t wait to leave this place. This Kristoff guy you’ve pinned your hopes on? He’s crazy.”

Her eyes widened. “Has he hurt you?”

I could practically see the mother bear in her rise to the surface. “No,” I admitted and showed her my scarred palm. “But he freaked out just because I cut some roses for his dog’s grave.”

“White roses?” she asked softly.

“Yeah. How did you know?”

Her eyes took on a sad look. “It’s not my story to share. Maybe one day he’ll tell you himself.”

One day? How long exactly were we going to stay here? “You’re not leaving me behind, right?” I joked.

My mom gestured to the uncomfortable-looking leather couch. When we both sat, she grabbed my hand. “I’m leaving in an hour.”

“Where are we going?” Wasn’t the whole point of us coming here to ask for Kristoff’s help?

“I’m going to the police.”

I frowned. “I thought you said Ted had friends at—”

“He does,” she interrupted me. “That’s why I’m going to a friend who can help me.” She took a deep breath. “You’re staying here.”

