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Prologue

 


Sergei Ivanov gave the corpse on last
look of contempt, before tucking his gun back in his shoulder
holster. Knuckles rapped on the front door. Sergei hovered his hand
on the top of his 9mm Colt—his favorite.

Ignoring the knock, he walked to the
window and checked the street below. Several animals barked from
somewhere. A man’s shouts collided with a woman’s pleas. At night,
drug dealers and hookers would linger on every graffiti-sprayed
corner.

This neighborhood wasn’t
nice. More importantly, it wasn’t part of the Ivanov Family’s turf,
which put him in a predicament. This was Romanov Drug Cartel
territory, but they wouldn’t give two shits about what’s-his-name
bleeding all over the fake Parisian rug.

Besides, Sergei had used a silencer,
always did for clean-up jobs. Didn’t matter. Gunshots went off all
the time in this neighborhood.

Squinting through the dirty glass
again, Sergei scouted the street. No suspicious cars or bastards
trying to keep hidden. Even his bike remained parked on the curb.
Tires and parts still intact. No doubt the Ivanov Crest discouraged
would-be thieves. No one messed with the Family and got away with
it.

A second knock sounded, slow and
cautious this time.

“Sergei, it’s me and
Johnny,” came his cousin Misha’s voice.

Clean-up.

Sergei walked up to the front door,
checking the peephole. Misha waited outside, dressed in a plain
black suit, bored expression on his face. Johnny lit a smoke and
checked his wristwatch. Sergei let them in.

“Let’s get this done and
over with. Body’s in the living room,” he said, about to shut the
door behind him. Sergei lingered by the doorway, eyes narrowed. Gut
instinct told him someone, somewhere watched him.

It was tempting to go for his gun
again, but the corridor remained empty, still littered with
crap—needles, condom wrappers, trash. Shutting the door behind him,
he ran a hand through his hair.

Exiting this hellhole was his number
one priority. It reminded him too much of the 300-square feet
windowless musty cubicle he and his mother had lived in, before
Vasily Ivanov took him in. The boss told him he was family, a
bastard, but even ambitious bastards who didn’t mind getting their
hands dirty could claw their way to the top.

Misha and Johnny put their gloves on,
began to take out plastic sheets. Sergei usually stayed behind,
watching out for his cousin. He’d vouched for Misha, telling the
boss Misha could be trusted. Misha idolized Sergei and looked up to
him like the big brother he never had. With proper guidance, Misha
could be a self-made man, too.

An invisible noose coiled around his
neck the longer he lingered there, looking at the bare walls. The
familiar scent of cooked meth hit his nostrils, suffocating,
chemical. The configuration of the space was different, furniture
arranged wrong, but his mind easily transported him back in time.
Back to the nightmare he’d sworn to put away and never look back
on.

Fuck this.

“I need a smoke. You boys
will be all right here?” he asked, voice hoarse.

Misha knew him well enough
to sense something was wrong. His cousin glanced at him, concern on
his face. His mask must be slipping. Damn. Schooling his face to bored
indifference, he crossed his arms.

Misha snorted. “How many clean-up jobs
have we done, Johnny?”

Johnny scratched at his beard, well,
the kid called it that. Johnny was twenty-two, same age as Misha,
young men trying to be adults.

“Can’t remember. Dozens,
maybe. We’re good here,” Johnny assured Sergei.

“Don’t let overconfidence
make you sloppy,” he said.

That earned him an eye-roll from
Misha. Sergei wouldn’t have taken attitude like that if Misha
wasn’t his cousin. He strolled out of the apartment, eager to get
some fresh air. Exiting, he nearly bumped into someone. He snarled.
Like an animal. What the fuck was wrong with him today?

A killer didn’t let emotions get the
better of him. Morals and conscience needed to be trimmed away like
extra fat. Looking at the world through a blank scope made him the
best in the field, which was why other families in the Russian
Bratva and other crime families feared him.

Wide blue eyes, so bright they were
capable of scorching him, made him pause. Surprise turned to
fright. A chubby schoolgirl clutched a biology textbook close to
the generous swell of her chest. She quickly dropped those stunning
eyes, as if used to the gesture.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “I
didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine.” He grunted,
aware of her light footsteps behind him. After pressing the lift
button, he waited, glaring when minutes passed.

“Elevator’s broken again,
stairs are that way,” she said, pointing to the end of the
corridor.

Sergei eyed her, unable to
help himself. She seemed to be in high school. Long, dark red hair
fell in waves down her shoulder. Badly cut bangs hid her face, but
he could see the haunted shadows under her eyes, the cut on her
lower lip, the bruises under the collar of her blouse.

Anger simmered through him. The
impulse to demand answers overtook him. He’d murder the bastard who
gave those to her, make the fucker sing while he cut out a body
piece at a time.

Noticing him staring, she blushed. Odd
reaction. Most people took one look at him and ran towards the
nearest exit. This girl, however, lingered. He cooled his rage.
This girl was nothing to him, a stranger. Sergei had plenty of
things on his mind, a job to do. This place fucked up his organized
mind. That was all.

“Let’s go downstairs
together,” he said on impulse.

What the hell was he doing? He
shouldn’t be chatting with this girl.

“Uh. Okay.” She kept her
eyes down and shuffled after him.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell
you not to trust strangers?” he asked. She lived in this shitty
neighborhood, for fuck’s sake.

“You won’t hurt me.” Her
voice held steel, and those gorgeous baby blues sparked with
defiance, something he’d never expected to see. She stood
straighter somehow, back stiff, but he didn’t miss the trembles up
and down her arms.

“Why’s that?” He wondered
how she would react if he told her what he did for a
living.

“Because I’ve lived with
real monsters.” She said those last words with a shiver. She added
a little later, “I feel safe with you. I don’t know
why.”

She wouldn’t be, if she knew that he
made people squeal for a living.

The fury was back, twice as lethal.
Clenching his jaw, they went down four flights of stairs, not
speaking.

“What’s your name?” he
asked.

“Ruby Cohen,” she mumbled,
then paused, as if realizing her mistake.

Ruby. Suited her.

“Sergei Ivanov.” No
recognition on her face.

Why should there be? His bike stood a
couple of feet from him. He could ride out of here, forget today
ever happened. Take his momentary loss of control as a
lesson.

He continued, wondering why he wanted
to prolong this meeting as long as he could. “What’s an angel like
you doing in a hellhole like this?”

She clutched the tattered book close.
“Don’t call me that. My dad called me that.”

Called.
Past tense. Sergei felt like the world’s biggest
insensitive asshole. Strange. He never used to give a fuck about
others before.

“Hey, bitch. How dare you
fucking walk out of the house without—” The man’s voice halted as
he saw Sergei.

A pale young man, covered in bad ink
and sporting the same red hair as Ruby, emerged from the stairwell.
The punk glared at him, looking away first when Sergei returned the
stare calmly.

The clever little asshole had the guts
to ask, “Who the fuck are you, and what do you want with my
sister?”

“Rob,” Ruby said, rubbing
at the bruise on her cheek.

The rest of his control unraveled.
Enemies often underestimated how a huge guy like him could move so
fast. In seconds, he shoved Rob against the wall, whipped his gun
out and shoved the barrel at the guy’s skull. Ruby
gasped.

Frightened eyes looked back at him,
all the bravado gone.

“We’re in a quiet place.
No one will care if I blow your brains out, let it splatter all
over the wall,” he whispered in a low voice, letting Rob see the
truth reflected in his eyes.

“Sergei, please. Don’t
hurt my brother,” Ruby pleaded, appearing by his shoulder,
clutching at her backpack straps.

“He’s the one hurting
you,” he said, voice cold.

“I—” Ruby faltered, didn’t
deny it. She bit her bottom lip again. A nervous gesture? “It
hasn’t been easy since Dad died.”

Rob began to open his mouth. Sergei
rammed the barrel against Rob’s skull. The punk wisely shut
up.

“Put your hands on her
again and I’ll make good on my promise. No matter how far you run,
or where you go, I’ll fucking hunt you down like an animal. I’ll be
watching. Understood?” he hissed against Rob’s ear.

Jesus. Hassling a couple of strangers hadn’t been on his itinerary.
Something about Ruby called to his protective instincts though.
Sergei meant every word though. He already knew he’d drive by
Ruby’s place once a week, see how she was doing.

“Yeah, man. I get it,” Rob
grumbled.

Sergei let him go, fingers twitching
on the trigger. Rob glowered at him, but there was fear there.
Ending this bastard’s life would be easier, except he knew the
intricate loyal bonds of family. He didn’t want Ruby to hate
him.

“Now fuck off,” he told
Rob, who scurried back to the stairs. He sighed, expecting a
backlash from Ruby.

“Thank you,” she whispered
instead. She shuffled her feet. “Sorry, but I’m running late for
school.”

The thought of Ruby walking these
streets made his lips curl, although she’d probably been doing it
her entire life.

“Come on. I’ll give you a
lift on my bike.”
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