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 Prologue 

 

She becomes a ghost 

 

There were a lot of things I wanted to tell myself on that  bone-freezing  December  night  in  Moscow.  In my  head,  I made a list of things I should have done differently than what I actually did. 

 

Like  how  I  should've  called  in  sick  that  morning instead  of  showing  up  to  translate documents I was never supposed to see. 

 

Like  how  I  should've  knocked  before  entering  the warehouse    office,     given     my     boss—Yuri Konstantinovich—at  least  five  seconds  to  hide whatever the hell he was doing. 
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Like  how  the  sound  a  skull  makes  when  it meets a concrete  floor  isn't  something  you  can  unhear,  no matter  how  hard  you  try.  It's  wet  and  final  and absolutely nothing like the movies. 

 

So...  the  pool  of  blood  spreading  across  the warehouse floor was definitely not ketchup. 

 

"Yuri?"  I  began,  my  voice  coming  out  too  loud  in the  sudden  silence.  My  portfolio  of  translated contracts  felt  obscene in my hands—all that normal paperwork  while  two  bodies  cooled  at  my  boss's feet. 

 

He  didn't  respond.  Didn't  even  look  at  me.  His attention  was  fixed  on  the  man  standing  beside him—broad-shouldered,  dark-haired,  wearing  a suit that  probably  cost  more  than  my  yearly salary. The man was wiping blood off his knuckles with a white handkerchief, methodical and unhurried, like he was cleaning up after dinner instead of murder. 
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That's  when  the  man  looked  up.  Straight  at  me through the office window. 

 

His  eyes  were  dark—so  dark  they  looked  black  in the  warehouse's  fluorescent  lighting—and  utterly empty  of  anything  resembling  mercy.  I'd  seen  that look  before,  in  nature  documentaries  about  apex predators.  The  kind  of  look  that  said:  I've  already decided whether you live or die. 

 

I  should  have  been  used to this kind of thing. After all, I'd been working for Yuri's "import business" for six  months.  But  ignorance  is  a  warm  blanket  you don't realize you're wrapped in until someone rips it away  and  you're  standing  naked  in  sub-zero temperatures. 

 

My  hands  started  shaking.  The  portfolio  slipped from  my  grip,  papers  scattering  across  the  office floor like snow. 
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The  dark-eyed  man  said  something  to  Yuri.  I couldn't  hear  through  the  glass,  but  I  could  read body  language  well  enough.  Yuri's  face  went  pale. Then  he  looked  at  me—really  looked  at me—and I saw something that made my stomach drop: pity. 

 

Run, my brain screamed. Run right now. 

 

I  didn't  run.  Not  yet.  I  was frozen like one of those rabbits that sees headlights and forgets that standing still  is  the  worst  possible  option.  My  practical flats—the ones I'd chosen that morning because they were  comfortable  for  my  commute—squeaked against  the  polished  floor  as  I  took  one  step backward. 

 

The dark-eyed man moved toward the office door. 

 

That unfroze me. 
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I bolted. 

 

Behind me, I heard the office door slam open. Heard Yuri  shouting—"Dmitri, wait, she's just a translator, she  doesn't  know  anything!"—but  I  was  already running  through  the  warehouse,  past  shipping containers     and     forklifts     and     pallets     of God-knows-what. 

 

My  breath  came  in  sharp  gasps  that  burned  my lungs.  The  December  cold  had  seeped  into  the warehouse,  turning  it  into  a  maze  of  frozen  air and shadows.    I    could  hear  footsteps  behind me—multiple  sets—and  voices  speaking  rapid Russian  that  my  panicked  brain  couldn't  quite process. 

 

There.  The  loading  dock.  I  could  see  the  roll-up door, see the slice of night beyond it. 

 

I  ran faster than I'd ever run in my life, my sensible flats  slapping  against  concrete,  my  cheap  coat 
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flapping  open  because  I  hadn't  had  time  to  zip  it. The  gold  cross my grandmother gave me—the only thing  of  value  I  owned—bounced  against  my collarbone,  a  small  weight  that  reminded  me  I  was still alive. 

 

For now. 

 

I made it through the loading dock door and into the Moscow  night.  The  cold  hit  me  like  a  physical blow—negative  fifteen  Celsius,  maybe  colder  with the wind. I didn't care. Cold was better than dead. 

 

The  warehouse  district  was  industrial,  all  concrete and  steel  and  spaces  between  buildings  where streetlights didn't reach. I ran toward those shadows, toward  anything  that  might  hide  me.  Behind  me,  I heard car doors slamming. Engines starting. 

 

They  were  coming  after  me  in  vehicles.  Of  course they were. Because why wouldn't this nightmare get worse? 
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I cut through an alley, my lungs screaming, my legs burning.  I'd never been athletic—preferred books to gyms,  tea  to  protein  shakes—and  my  body  was making me pay for that now. But fear is an excellent motivator.  Fear  makes  you  discover  muscles  you didn't know you had. 

 

The alley opened onto a side street. I saw a bus—an actual  public  bus,  the  kind  of  normal,  everyday miracle  I'd  taken  for  granted  my  entire  life—and  I sprinted for it. The doors were closing. I shoved my arm through, forcing them back open, and stumbled inside. 

 

"Watch it!" the driver barked. 

 

"Sorry,  sorry,"  I  gasped,  fumbling  for  change  with numb fingers. 
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Through  the  bus  window,  I  saw  them.  Three  black Mercedes  sedans,  the kind with tinted windows and license  plates  that  probably  belonged  to  shell companies.  They  cruised  past  slowly,  predators searching for prey. 

 

I  ducked  below  the  window  line,  pressing  myself against  the  seat.  An  old  woman  across  from  me stared  with  disapproval—probably  thought  I  was drunk  or  high  or  both.  I  didn't  care.  Judgment  was preferable to death. 

 

The  bus  lurched  forward.  I  stayed  down  for  three stops,  then  four. My heartbeat felt like it was trying to  escape  through  my  ribcage.  Sweat cooled on my skin despite the cold, making me shiver. 

 

When  I  finally  sat  up,  I caught my reflection in the window. My honey-blonde hair had escaped its bun, wild strands sticking to my face. My gray eyes—the eyes  I'd  inherited  from  my  Estonian  mother—were too  wide,  too  bright  with  adrenaline.  I  looked deranged. 
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I  looked  like  someone who'd just watched two men die and barely escaped becoming the third. 

 

What do I do? What the hell do I do? 

 

I  couldn't  go  home.  That  was  the  first  rule  of running—never  go  to  the  place  they'd  expect.  My tiny  apartment  in  a  building  that  should've  been condemned  a  decade  ago  was  the  first  place  they'd look. Yuri had my address, my passport information, my entire employment file. 

 

I  couldn't  go  to  the  police.  That  was  the  second rule—never  trust  authorities  when  you're  dealing with  men  rich  enough  to  own  them.  The  way  that dark-eyed  man—Dmitri,  Yuri  had  called  him—had moved  through  that  warehouse  with  absolute confidence  told  me  he  wasn't  worried  about consequences.  Men  like  that  didn't  worry  because they owned the people who delivered consequences. 
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I  couldn't  call  anyone.  I  had  no  one  to  call.  My parents  had  died  in  a  car  accident  when  I  was nineteen.  No  siblings.  No  close  friends—not  real ones,  anyway.  Just  coworkers  I  occasionally  had lunch  with  and  neighbors  I  exchanged  polite greetings with in the hallway. 

 

I was utterly, completely alone. 

 

The bus reached the end of the line near Belorussky Station.  I  got  off,  stumbling  slightly  on  numb  feet, and stood in the cold while crowds of people flowed around  me.  Normal  people.  People  who  weren't running  for  their  lives.  People  who  hadn't  just seen murder. 

 

I envied them so much it physically hurt. 

 

That's  when  I  noticed  it—the  weight  in  my  coat pocket.  Something  that  hadn't  been  there  this morning  when  I'd  dressed  for  work  in  my  warm 
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apartment  with  its  terrible  water  pressure  and temperamental heating. 

 

I pulled it out with shaking hands. 

 

A  USB  drive.  Small, black, expensive-looking. The kind with a fingerprint scanner on the side. 

 

I  stared  at  it,  my  exhausted  brain  trying  to  process when  I  could  have  grabbed  it.  Then  I remembered—the  office,  the  scattered  papers,  my hands  scrambling  to  pick  them  up  while  my  eyes stayed  fixed  on  the  window, on that dark-eyed man approaching.  There  had been a USB drive on Yuri's desk,  half-hidden  under  a  folder.  My  hand  had closed around it reflexively, shoving it in my pocket without thought. 

 

No. No, no, no. 
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This  was  worse  than  witnessing  murder.  This  was theft.  This  was  evidence.  This  was—assuming  it contained  what  I  thought  it  contained—a  death sentence with my name written on it in blood. 

 

I  should  throw  it  away. Drop it in a trash can, walk away, pretend I never had it. 

 

But  I  didn't.  Because  some  stupid,  self-destructive part  of  my  brain  whispered  that  this  USB  drive might  be  the  only  thing  keeping  me  alive.  If  it contained information they needed, they might keep me  breathing  long  enough  to  get  it  back.  If  I destroyed  it,  I  was  just  a  witness.  Witnesses  got eliminated. 

 

The  logic  was  insane.  But  I  was  operating  on adrenaline and terror, and insane logic was all I had. 

 

I  bought  a  train  ticket  with  cash—heading  to  Saint Petersburg, because it was far and I'd always wanted to  see  the  Hermitage  Museum.  As  if  I'd  be  doing 
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sightseeing  while  running  for  my  life.  The  train didn't  leave  for  two  hours.  I  spent  that  time  in  the station  bathroom,  cutting  my  hair  with  a  pair  of scissors I bought from a convenience store. 

 

It looked terrible. I looked like I'd lost a fight with a lawnmower.  But  the  honey-blonde  waves  that  had fallen  past  my  shoulders—my  one  vanity,  the thing men  always  complimented—those  were  gone.  In their  place  was  a  choppy,  uneven  mess  that  barely reached my chin. 

 

I  stared  at  myself  in  the  dingy  bathroom  mirror. Stared  at  this  strange  woman  with  wild  hair  and wilder  eyes  and  a  USB  drive  burning  a  hole  in her pocket. 

 

"You  should've  called  in  sick,"  I  whispered  to  my reflection.  "You  should've  knocked.  You  should've been smarter." 
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But  I  hadn't  been.  And  now  I  was  here,  about  to board  a  train  to  a  city  where  I  knew  no  one,  with nothing  but  the  clothes  on  my  back  and  a  piece  of technology that might get me killed. 

 

The train pulled into the station. I found my seat—a cramped  third-class bunk that smelled like someone had  recently  eaten  fish—and  curled  up  against  the wall. 

 

Through the window, I watched Moscow slide away into the darkness. The city I'd lived in my entire life. The city that had just become hunting ground, and I was the prey. 

 

I  thought  about  that  dark-eyed  man—Dmitri. Wondered  if  he  was  already  looking  for  me. Wondered how long it would take him to find me. 

 

You  probably  won't  make  it  out  of  Moscow  alive, that  rational  part  of  my  brain  said.  The  same  part that had told me to run. 
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But I had made it out. I was on a train heading north, and I was still breathing. 

 

The question was: for how long? 

 

I  touched  the  USB  drive  in  my  pocket  one  more time,  then  pulled  my  hand  away  like  it  had  burned me.  Whatever  was  on  that  drive,  it  was  valuable enough  to  kill  for.  Valuable  enough  that someone—multiple  someones,  judging  by  those three  Mercedes—would  hunt  me  across  Russia  to get it back. 

 

The  train  picked  up  speed,  rattling  through  the frozen  December  night.  I  pressed  my  forehead against the cold window and watched my breath fog the glass. 

 

I'd  become  a  ghost.  Natalya  Orlova—twenty-three, translator, lover of old books and expensive coffee I 
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couldn't  afford—was  dead.  She'd  died  in  that warehouse the moment her eyes met his through the glass. 

 

Whoever  I  was  now,  she'd  have  to  be  smarter. Harder. Better at staying alive. 

 

Because  Dmitri  Sokolov  and  men  like  him  didn't lose track of what they wanted. 

 

And I'd just made myself very, very wanted. 

 

The  last  thing  I  saw  before  exhaustion  dragged  me under  was  my  reflection in the window—a stranger with hacked-off hair and desperate eyes, clutching a coat closed against the cold. 

 

You're  not  going  to  survive  this,  my  reflection seemed to say. 
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Maybe not. 

 

But I was going to try like hell anyway.
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 Chapter One 

 

She tries (and fails) to stay 

invisible 

 

There are two kinds of people in this world: the ones who  can  look  human  after  a  twelve-hour  shift serving  burnt  coffee and stale pastries, and the ones who  look  like  they've  been  dragged  behind  a  truck on a gravel road. 

 

I  fell  squarely  in  the  latter  category,  of  course.  A quick  glance  at  my  reflection  in  the  café  window revealed  that  my  short,  choppy  dark-brown hair—courtesy  of  a  box  dye  job  in  a  gas  station bathroom—had rebelled against the elastic band and was  now  sticking  up  at  odd  angles. Slate-gray eyes stared  back  at  me,  underscored  by  circles  so  dark they looked like bruises. There was a coffee stain on my  white  shirt  that  I'd  tried  and  failed  to  scrub out during my break. 
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I looked like hell. But hell was better than dead. 

 

Three  months.  Three  months  since  Moscow.  Three months  since  I'd  watched  blood  pool  on  concrete and run into the frozen night with a USB drive I still hadn't looked at. Three months of sleeping in hostels and  train  stations  and,  when  I'd  finally  scraped together  enough  cash,  a  room  above  a  bakery  that smelled like yeast and desperation. 

 

Three  months  of  being  Anya  Petrova  instead  of Natalya Orlova. 

 

The  name  still  felt  foreign  in  my  mouth.  Like wearing someone else's skin. 

 

"Anya!"  my  manager,  Grigory,  barked  from  behind the counter. "Table six needs clearing. You planning to work tonight or just stand there looking useless?" 
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I bit back the response I wanted to give—something involving  where  he  could  shove  table  six—and grabbed a dish tub instead. Grigory was a squat man with  a  combover  that  fooled no one and breath that could  strip  paint. He also asked too many questions about  my  papers,  about  where  I  came  from,  about why a girl like me was working in a place like this. 

 

A  girl  like  me.  As  if  he  could  see  through  the  dye and  the  weight  loss  and  the  carefully  constructed lies.  As  if  he  knew  I'd  once  had  a  degree  in linguistics  from  Moscow  State  University.  That  I'd been  able  to  read  Pushkin  in  the  original  and translate technical documents in three languages. 

 

Now I served coffee that tasted like battery acid and smiled  at  men  who  leered  at  me  like  I  was  on  the menu. 

 

This was survival. And survival wasn't pretty. 
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I  crossed  the  café—Neva  Nights,  a  name  that promised  sophistication  and  delivered  linoleum floors  and  flickering  fluorescent lights—and started clearing table six. The previous occupants had left a mess:  cigarette  butts  ground  into  a  saucer,  sugar packets  torn  open  and  scattered  like  confetti,  a  cup of  coffee  that  had  been  drunk  halfway  and  then abandoned. 

 

People were careless with things they didn't need. I'd learned  that.  They  left messes for people like me to clean up. 

 

Through  the  window,  I  could  see  the  Neva  River, dark and cold under the March sky. Saint Petersburg in winter was beautiful in a way that hurt—all those pastel buildings and golden spires frosted with snow, like a cake too perfect to eat. I'd dreamed of visiting here  as  a  child.  Dreamed  of  walking  through  the Hermitage, of standing in Palace Square, of living in a city that breathed history. 

 

Funny how dreams changed when you were running for your life. 
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I  carried  the  dish  tub  back  to  the  kitchen,  my rubber-soled  shoes  squeaking  on  the  floor.  The sound set my teeth on edge. Everything set my teeth on edge lately. I was wound so tight I might snap. 

 

"You need to smile more," Grigory said as I passed. "You're scaring the customers." 

 

I  wanted  to  tell  him  that  scared  was  my  default setting now. That I'd forgotten how to smile without it  feeling  like  a  lie.  Instead,  I  nodded  and  ducked into the kitchen. 

 

The  kitchen  was  my  sanctuary.  Small,  cramped, smelling of burnt grease and industrial cleaner, but it had a back exit. I'd memorized every exit in this café within my first hour of working here. The front door. The kitchen exit. The bathroom window that opened if you kicked it in the right spot. 
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Always have an escape route. That was rule number one of staying alive. 

 

I  plunged  my  hands  into  the  sink,  letting  the  hot water  scald  my  fingers.  The  physical  pain  was almost welcome—it gave me something to focus on besides  the  paranoia  that  had  become  my  constant companion.  The  voice  in  my  head  that  whispered: They're  coming.  They're  always  coming.  You  can't hide forever. 

 

That's when I noticed the car. 

 

Black Mercedes. Tinted windows. Parked across the street  where  I  could  see  it  through  the  kitchen's small window. It had been there when I'd arrived for my  shift  three  hours  ago.  Still  there  now,  engine idling, exhaust pluming in the cold air. 

 

My hands froze in the dishwater. 
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It's nothing, I told myself. Lots of people own black Mercedes.  This  is  a  city.  Cars  park  places.  You're being paranoid. 

 

But  paranoia  had  kept  me  alive  for  three  months. Paranoia  was  the  reason  I  never  slept  in  the  same place twice. Why I paid for everything in cash. Why I'd  thrown  my  phone  in  the  Moskva  River  before boarding that train. 

 

I forced myself to keep washing dishes, but my eyes kept drifting to that car. Watching. Waiting. 

 

The    café    door    chimed.    I    didn't     turn around—customers  came  and  went  constantly—but something  made  the  hair  on  the  back  of  my  neck stand  up. Some primal instinct that humans evolved when they were prey animals. 

 

I heard Grigory greeting someone. His voice had an edge to it. Nervous. Deferential. 
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Don't  look.  Just  keep  washing  dishes.  You're invisible. You're nobody. 

 

"Coffee.  Black,"  a  deep  voice said. Male. Cultured. The  kind  of  voice  that  came  from  private  schools and summer homes on the Black Sea. 

 

I knew that voice. 

 

My  hands  started  shaking. A plate slipped from my grip, shattering in the sink. The sound was too loud, echoing through the small kitchen. 

 

"Careful  back  there!"  Grigory  called,  that  nervous edge still in his voice. 

 

I  grabbed  a  towel, dried my hands with movements that felt mechanical. My brain was screaming at me 
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to run, but my body had locked up. Because running meant  acknowledging  that  I  recognized  that  voice. That  I  knew  exactly  who  was  sitting  in  my  café  at eleven o'clock on a Thursday night. 

 

"Anya!"  Grigory's  voice  was  sharper  now.  "Come take this gentleman's order." 

 

No. No, no, no. 

 

I  had  a  choice.  Walk  out  there  and  face  whatever was waiting, or bolt through the back exit right now and  confirm  that  I  was  exactly  who  they  thought  I was. 

 

Some choice. 

 

I  walked  out  of  the  kitchen  on  legs  that  felt  like water.  Forced  myself to look at the customer sitting at the counter. 
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He  was  beautiful.  That  was  the  first  thought  my traitorous  brain  offered.  Beautiful  in  the  way  that apex  predators  are  beautiful—all  lethal  grace  and perfect symmetry designed to lure prey close enough to kill. 

 

Mid-thirties.  Dark  hair  cut  short,  styled  with expensive  product.  Strong  jaw,  sharp cheekbones, a mouth  that  looked  cruel  even  in  repose.  And  his eyes—gray  like  mine,  but  colder.  The  color  of winter ice over deep water. 

 

This wasn't Dmitri Sokolov. This was someone else. 

 

Relief  and terror fought for dominance in my chest. Relief  because  maybe—maybe—this  was  a coincidence.  Terror  because  men  who  looked  like this  didn't  end  up  in  places  like  Neva  Nights  by accident. 
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"Coffee. Black," he repeated, his eyes meeting mine. There  was  something  calculating  in  that  gaze.  Like he was solving a particularly interesting equation. 

 

"Right  away,"  I  managed,  my  voice  only  shaking slightly. 

 

I poured the coffee with hands that wanted to betray me.  Carried  it  to  the  counter.  Set  it down carefully, trying not to spill. 

 

He  didn't  touch  it.  Just  looked  at  me  with  those ice-chip eyes. 

 

"You look tired," he observed. 

 

"Long shift." 
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"I imagine. What time do you get off?" 

 

Every  alarm  in  my  nervous  system  started screaming. "Why?" 

 

His smile was slow. Dangerous. "Curious." 

 

"I  finish  at  two."  The  lie  came  easily.  I  actually finished at midnight, but no way in hell was I giving this man accurate information. 

 

"Hmm." He sipped his coffee, made a face. "This is terrible." 

 

"Then don't order it." 

 

The  words  were  out  before  I  could  stop  them. Confrontational.  Stupid.  But  I was so tired of being 
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scared, so tired of running, that for just one second, I forgot to be careful. 

 

His eyebrows rose. "You're direct. I like that." 

 

"I'm busy. Is there anything else?" 

 

He  set  his  cup  down,  pulled  out  his wallet—expensive  leather,  the  kind  that  cost  more than  my  monthly  rent—and  extracted  several  bills. Far more than the coffee cost. 

 

"Keep  the  change,"  he  said,  standing.  He  was  tall. Over six feet. Broad-shouldered in his tailored coat. The  kind  of  man  who  took  up  space unapologetically. 

 

He  walked  to the door, paused with his hand on the handle. Looked back at me. 
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"You  should  be  more  careful,  Anya  Petrova.  Saint Petersburg  can  be  dangerous  for  young  women living alone." 

 

My blood turned to ice. 

 

He  knew  my  fake  name.  Which  meant  he  knew  it was fake. Which meant— 

 

The door closed behind him. Through the window, I watched  him cross the street to the black Mercedes. The door opened. He got in. 

 

The car didn't leave. 

 

"Strange man," Grigory muttered, pocketing the bills before I could touch them. Of course he did. "Did he say something to you?" 
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"No. Nothing." 

 

"You look pale. You sick?" 

 

"I'm fine." 

 

I  wasn't  fine.  I  was  the  opposite of fine. Because if that man knew I was here, others knew too. And that black Mercedes sitting across the street wasn't going anywhere. 

 

I  had  maybe  an hour before my shift ended. Maybe less if they decided to stop waiting and come in after me. 

 

I needed to run. Again. 
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The next forty minutes were the longest of my life. I served  customers,  cleared  tables,  refilled  the  sugar dispensers—all while that black Mercedes sat across the  street  like  a  promise.  Or  a  threat.  Sometimes those were the same thing. 

 

At  eleven-thirty,  Grigory  told  me  to  start  closing duties.  I  nodded,  went  to  the  kitchen,  and  started washing  dishes  like  my  life  depended  on  thorough sanitation. 

 

Then I heard it. The café door chiming. 

 

Heavy footsteps. Not the shuffle of a tired customer. The  purposeful  stride  of  men  who  knew  exactly where they were going. 

 

Multiple sets. 
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"We're  closing,"  Grigory  said,  his  voice  pitching higher. 

 

"We'll  be  quick."  A  different  voice  now.  Deeper. Rougher.  Familiar  in  a  way  that  made  my  stomach drop. 

 

I  didn't  turn  around.  Didn't  need  to.  I  knew  that voice.  Had  heard  it  in  my  nightmares  for  three months. 

 

Dmitri Sokolov. 

 

The  man  from  the  warehouse.  The  man  who'd executed  two  people  while  discussing  shipping manifests. The man whose eyes had promised death when they met mine through that office window. 

 

He  was  here.  In  my  café.  And  there  was  nowhere left to run. 
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Except— 

 

The back exit. Twenty feet away. If I moved now, if I was fast— 

 

I dropped the dish I was holding. Didn't wait to hear it shatter. Just ran. 

 

Through  the  kitchen,  my  shoes  slipping  on  the  wet floor,  my  heart  trying  to  pound  its  way  out  of  my chest. Behind me, I heard shouting. Chairs scraping. Grigory's  voice,  high  and  panicked:  "What's  going on? Sir, you can't—" 

 

I  hit  the  back  door at full speed, shouldered it open into the alley. The cold air slapped my face, stealing my  breath.  The  alley  was  narrow, dark, smelling of garbage and piss and desperation. 
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I ran left, toward the river. Toward crowds and light and  any  witness  who  might  make  them  hesitate before— 

 

Two men stepped out of the shadows ahead of me. 

 

I  skidded  to a stop, nearly fell on the icy pavement. Turned to run back— 

 

More  men  behind  me.  Blocking  the  exit.  I  was trapped in a box of brick walls and bad decisions. 

 

My chest heaved. My breath came in visible puffs. I backed  against  the  wall,  hands  spread  on  the  cold brick like I could somehow push through it. 

 

One  of  the  men  ahead  of  me  moved  into  the  light. Not Dmitri. The other one. The beautiful, dangerous one from inside the café. 
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"Hello  again,  Anya,"  he  said,  his  cultured  voice echoing  off  the  alley  walls.  "Or  should  I  call  you Natalya?" 

 

"I  don't  know  what  you're  talking  about."  The  lie was pathetic. We both knew it. 

 

"No?" He took a step closer. "Then why run?" 

 

"Because  strange  men  cornered  me  in  an  alley. Seems like a reasonable response." 

 

His smile was sharp enough to cut. "I like you. You have spine. Dmitri said you would." 

 

As  if  summoned,  Dmitri  Sokolov  stepped  into  the alley.  He  looked  exactly  as  I  remembered—broad and  brutal  and  utterly  devoid  of  mercy.  His  dark 
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eyes  swept  over  me,  cataloging  details.  The weight I'd  lost.  The  badly  dyed  hair.  The  coffee-stained uniform of someone who'd fallen far and fast. 

 

"Natalya  Orlova,"  he  said.  Not  a  question.  A statement. 

 

I  said  nothing.  What  was  there  to  say?  My  silence was confirmation enough. 

 

"Three  months,"  he  continued,  moving  closer. "Three  months  you've  been  running.  Impressive. Most people don't last three weeks." 

 

"Most  people don't have a reason to run." My voice came out steadier than I felt. 

 

"And you do?" 
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"You killed two men in front of me." 

 

"They deserved it." No hesitation. No remorse. 

 

"And me? Do I deserve it?" 

 

His expression didn't change. "That depends." 

 

"On what?" 

 

"On whether you still have what you stole." 

 

The  USB  drive.  Of  course.  That's  what  this  was about. Not the witnessing murder part—that was just inconvenient. The theft was unforgivable. 

 

"I don't have it," I lied. 
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The  beautiful  one—God,  I  needed  a  name  for him—laughed. "She's lying. Look at her face." 

 

"I  can  see  that,  Anton,"  Dmitri  said,  not  looking away from me. 

 

Anton. So that was his name. It didn't suit him. Too soft for someone with eyes that cold. 

 

"Last chance," Dmitri continued. "Where is it?" 

 

I could tell them. Could hand over the USB drive I'd kept  hidden  in  a  locker  at  the  train  station,  collect my things, and disappear again. They'd probably kill me anyway, but at least it would be quick. 

 

Or  I  could  lie.  Could  cling  to  the  only  leverage  I had.  Could  gamble  my  life  on  the  hope  that 
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whatever  was  on  that  drive  was valuable enough to keep me breathing. 

 

"I  destroyed  it,"  I  said,  meeting  Dmitri's  eyes. "Threw it in the Neva River my first night here." 

 

"Liar," Anton said softly. 

 

"Prove it." 

 

Dmitri  moved  fast.  One  second  he  was  three  feet away,  the  next  his  hand  was  wrapped  around  my throat,  pressing  me back against the brick wall. Not choking—not yet—but the threat was clear. 

 

"I  don't  need  to  prove  anything,"  he  growled,  his face  inches  from  mine.  "You're  the  one  in the alley with nowhere to go." 
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His  hand  was hot against my cold skin. I could feel his pulse through his palm—steady, unhurried. Mine was racing like a rabbit's. 

 

"If  you're  going  to  kill  me,"  I  managed,  "just do it. I'm tired of running." 

 

Something  flickered  in  his  dark  eyes.  Surprise, maybe. Or respect. Hard to tell with men like him. 

 

"Who  said  anything  about  killing  you?"  Anton's voice  came  from  behind  Dmitri.  Amused. Like this was all some entertaining game. 

 

"Then what do you want?" 

 

Dmitri's hand stayed on my throat a moment longer, then  released.  I  gasped,  pressing  my  palm  to  the place he'd touched. It burned. 
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"We want you to come with us," he said. 

 

"And if I refuse?" 

 

"You won't." 

 

"Confident." 

 

"Realistic.  You  have  two  options,  Natalya  Orlova. Come  willingly  and  we  talk.  Or  we  drag  you,  and talking becomes significantly less pleasant." 

 

I  looked  past  him  at  Anton,  who was watching this exchange  with  those  calculating  ice-chip  eyes. Looked at the other men—four of them, all built like they bench-pressed cars for fun. 

 

47

I  could  scream.  Could  fight.  Could  go  down swinging. 

 

But I was so goddamn tired. 

 

"Where?" I asked. 

 

"Somewhere  we  can  have  a  conversation  without freezing to death," Anton said. "Though I appreciate the aesthetic of the alley. Very noir." 

 

Dmitri shot him a look. "You're not helping." 

 

"Wasn't trying to." 

 

Despite  everything—the  terror,  the  exhaustion,  the absolute  certainty  that  I  was  walking  toward  my death—I  almost  laughed.  These  two  men  who'd 

 

48

hunted  me  across  Russia were bickering like an old married couple. 

 

"Fine," I said. "I'll come. But I want answers too." 

 

"You're not in a position to negotiate," Dmitri said. 

 

"Then I'm not in a position to cooperate." 

 

We  stared  at  each  other.  Two  people  who  should have  been  enemies  trying  to  figure  out  how  much the other was bluffing. 

 

Finally,  Dmitri stepped back. "Fair enough. You get answers. After we get ours." 

 

Anton  offered  his  hand,  like  this  was  a  business meeting instead of a kidnapping. I stared at it. 
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"Come  on,  Natalya,"  he  said,  his  cultured  voice warm  despite  his  cold  eyes.  "Running  only  makes this harder. And I think you're done running." 

 

He  was  right.  I  was  done. Three months of looking over  my  shoulder,  of  sleeping  in  fear,  of  being nobody. I couldn't do it anymore. 

 

I took his hand. His grip was strong, his palm warm. He  pulled  me  forward,  away  from  the  wall,  into whatever fresh hell awaited. 

 

"Good girl," he murmured. 

 

I hated how those words made something low in my belly tighten. 
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Dmitri  led  the  way  out  of  the  alley.  Anton kept his hand on my elbow—not rough, but firm enough that I  couldn't  bolt.  Not  that  I  would.  I'd  made  my choice. 

 

The black Mercedes was waiting. Of course it was. 

 

As I slid into the back seat—expensive leather, new car  smell,  so  far  removed  from  the  life  I'd  been living—I thought about that USB drive. Still safe in its locker. Still unexamined. 

 

I'd  gambled  my  life  on  it  being  valuable  enough to keep me alive. 

 

Now I'd find out if I'd bet on the right thing. 

 

Dmitri  got  in  beside  me.  Anton  took  the  front passenger  seat.  The  driver  pulled  away  from  the 
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curb,  and  I  watched  Neva  Nights  disappear  in  the side mirror. 

 

Anya  Petrova  had  worked  there.  But  Anya  Petrova was dead now. 

 

I  was  Natalya  Orlova  again.  The  girl  who'd witnessed  murder  and  stolen  secrets  and  survived three months on the run. 

 

The  question  was:  could  I  survive  whatever  came next? 

 

Dmitri  turned  to  look  at  me,  his  dark  eyes unreadable. "You should've stayed in Moscow." 

 

"You should've let me go." 
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"Not how this works." 

 

"Then  I  guess  we're  both  stuck  with  choices  we didn't want to make." 

 

His  lips  curved—not  quite  a  smile,  but  close.  "I guess we are." 

 

The  car  drove  through  Saint  Petersburg's  dark streets,  carrying  me  toward  a  future  I  couldn't  see. But  for  the  first  time  in  three  months,  I  wasn't running. 

 

I was driving straight toward the fire. 

 

And God help me, part of me wanted to burn.
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 Chapter Two 

 

She learns the price of 

survival 

 

The penthouse was obscene. 

 

That  was  my  first  thought  as  Dmitri's  hand  on  my elbow  guided  me  through  doors  that  probably  cost more  than  my  entire  education.  Obscene  in  its luxury,  in  its  casual  display  of  wealth so extreme it felt like violence. 

 

Floor-to-ceiling  windows  overlooked  the  Neva River,  the  city  sprawling  beyond  like  a  jewel  box someone  had  kicked  over.  The  floors  were marble—white  with  gold  veining,  polished  to  a shine  that  reflected  the  chandelier overhead. Actual crystal.  The  kind  that  tinkled  when  air  moved through the room. 
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Art  hung  on  the  walls.  Real  art.  I  recognized  a Kandinsky,  possibly  original,  and  what  might  have been  a  Repin.  The  furniture  was  all  clean lines and expensive fabric, the kind you were afraid to sit on. 

 

This  wasn't  a  home.  This  was  a  statement.  Look  at what I own. Look at what I can afford to destroy. 

 

"Impressive,  isn't  it?"  Anton  said  from  behind  me, shrugging  out  of  his  coat.  Underneath,  he  wore  a dress shirt that probably cost more than my monthly rent  at  the  bakery.  Three  buttons  undone,  sleeves rolled  to  reveal  forearms  corded  with  muscle.  Not gym muscle—the kind you got from actual physical labor. 

 

Strange, for a man who looked like he'd never lifted anything heavier than a wine glass. 
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"It's  a  lot,"  I  managed,  my  voice  smaller  than  I wanted it to be. 

 

"That's  one  word  for  it."  He  draped  his  coat over a chair—casually,  carelessly,  the  way  you  did  when you  had  people  to  pick  up  after  you.  "Mikhail  will be with you shortly. He's finishing a call." 

 

"Mikhail  Volkov."  I  said  the name carefully, testing its weight. "He owns this place?" 

 

"Among  other  things."  Anton  moved  to  a  bar  cart, started  pouring  amber  liquid  into  crystal  tumblers. "Drink?" 

 

"I don't—" 

 

"It  wasn't  a  question."  He  held  out  a  glass.  "Trust me, you'll want it." 
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I  took  it  because  refusing  felt  dangerous. The glass was  heavy,  the  liquor  inside  catching  the  light.  I sniffed it—whiskey, expensive, the kind that burned smooth instead of harsh. 

 

I  didn't  drink.  Needed  to  keep  my  head  clear,  my wits  sharp.  But  Anton  was  watching  me with those ice-chip eyes, waiting, so I took a small sip. 

 

It burned all the way down. Warmth bloomed in my chest, spreading outward like blood in water. 

 

"Good girl," Anton murmured. 

 

There  it  was  again.  Those  words.  The  same  ones he'd  used  in  the  alley.  They  shouldn't  affect me—shouldn't make heat coil low in my belly—but they did. And he knew it. I could see the knowledge in  his slight smile, the way his gaze lingered on my mouth. 
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Dmitri  stood  by  the  windows,  silent.  He  hadn't removed  his  coat,  hadn't  relaxed  at  all.  He  looked like  he  was waiting for me to bolt so he could have an  excuse  to  tackle  me.  Part  of  me  wondered  what that  would  feel  like—all  that  controlled  violence directed at me. 

 

The  thought  should  have  terrified  me.  It  did  terrify me.  But  there  was  something  else  underneath  the fear. Something darker and more complicated. 

 

"How long are we waiting?" Dmitri asked, his voice rough. 

 

"As  long  as  it  takes,"  Anton  replied.  "Patience, Dima." 

 

"Don't call me that." 
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"Why?  It  suits  you.  Big,  brooding  Dmitri." Anton's smile  was  sharp.  "Though  I  suppose  'Dima'  sounds too cute for someone who breaks legs." 

 

"Keep talking. See what happens." 

 

"Promises, promises." 

 

The  banter  should  have  been  comforting—proof they were human, capable of humor. Instead, it made me  more  nervous. Because this was how they acted when they weren't trying to intimidate me. This was their normal. 

 

And  normal  for  them  included  kidnapping  and threats of violence. 

 

"You two always like this?" I heard myself ask. 

 

59

Both  men  turned  to look at me. I'd interrupted their dynamic,  inserted  myself  into  a  conversation  I wasn't part of. 

 

"Like what?" Anton asked. 

 

"Like  you're  two  seconds  from  either  killing  each other  or..."  I  trailed  off,  not  sure  how  to  finish  that sentence. 

 

"Or  what?"  Dmitri's  dark  eyes  were  fixed  on  me, unblinking. 

 

"Nothing. Forget it." 

 

"No,  please.  Finish  your  thought."  Anton  moved closer,  glass  in  hand,  predatory  grace in every step. "We're two seconds from what, Natalya?" 
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The  way  he  said  my  name  made  it  sound  like something intimate. Something forbidden. 

 

I  stepped  back. Hit the wall—when had I moved so close  to  the  wall?—and  had  nowhere  left  to  go. Anton  didn't  stop  until  he  was  in  my  space,  close enough  that  I  could  smell  his  cologne.  Something expensive  and  complicated, with notes of cedar and smoke. 

 

"We're waiting," he said softly. 

 

"I  don't  know.  Okay?  I  don't  know  what  you  two are." 

 

"Neither do we. Isn't that interesting?" 

 

Before  I  could  respond,  a  door  opened.  Heavy footsteps.  The  energy  in  the  room  shifted—both 
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Anton and Dmitri straightening slightly, deferring to whoever was entering. 

 

I turned. Saw him. And forgot how to breathe. 

 

Mikhail  Volkov  was  beautiful  the  way  winter  was beautiful—cold    and    sharp    and    absolutely unforgiving.  Early  thirties,  maybe  thirty-three  or thirty-four. Tall, though not as tall as Dmitri. Leaner, with  the  kind  of  build  that  came  from  discipline rather than brute strength. 

 

His  hair  was  dark  blond,  cut  short  and  styled  with precision.  His  face  was  all  angles—sharp cheekbones,  straight  nose,  a  jaw  that  could  have been  carved  from  marble.  And  his  eyes.  God,  his eyes.  Steel  gray,  the  color  of storm clouds, and just as full of barely contained violence. 

 

He  wore  a  three-piece  suit.  Charcoal,  perfectly tailored, with a white shirt and silver tie. No jewelry except  a  watch  that  probably  cost  more  than  a  car. 
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Everything about him screamed control. Power. The kind  of  man  who  didn't  raise  his  voice  because  he never needed to. 

 

"Natalya Orlova." He said my name the way a judge would  pronounce  a  sentence.  "We  finally  meet properly." 

 

I  couldn't  find  my  voice.  Just  stood  there  with  my back  against  the  wall, gripping a glass of whiskey I hadn't  asked  for,  staring  at  the  man  who  probably held my life in his hands. 

 

"Cat got your tongue?" His lips curved—not quite a smile.  "Strange.  I  was  told  you  were  direct.  Bold, even." 

 

"That  was  before  I knew I was meeting the king," I managed. 
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His  eyebrows  rose.  "King.  Dramatic.  But  not inaccurate."  He  moved  to  the  bar  cart,  poured himself  a  drink  with  economical  movements. "Anton, Dmitri. Give us the room." 

 

"Mikhail—" Dmitri started. 

 

"I said, give us the room." 

 

There was steel under the polite words. A command that  wouldn't  be  questioned. Dmitri's jaw tightened, but  he  nodded  and  left.  Anton  lingered  a  moment longer,  his  eyes  meeting  mine  with  something  I couldn't quite read. 

 

Then  he  was  gone,  and  I  was  alone  with  Mikhail Volkov. 

 

He  turned  to face me, glass in hand, and the weight of his attention was suffocating. "Sit." 
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"I'm fine standing." 

 

"It wasn't a request." 

 

I  sat.  The  sofa  was  as  uncomfortable  as  it looked—all  hard  lines  and  unyielding  angles. Designed to be admired, not used. 

 

Mikhail  remained  standing.  Looking  down  at  me. Establishing  dominance  through  position.  I'd  read about  this—power  dynamics,  body  language.  But reading  about  it  and  experiencing  it  were  different things. 

 

"You have something that belongs to me," he said. 

 

"I don't know what you're talking about." 
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"Please."  He  sipped  his  drink.  "We're  both  adults. Let's not insult each other's intelligence." 

 

"Fine. What do you think I have?" 

 

"A  USB  drive.  Taken  from  your  employer's  office the  night  you  witnessed  him  being...  let's  say 'corrected' by my associate." 

 

"Yuri  Konstantinovich  wasn't my employer. He was my boss. There's a difference." 

 

"Is  there?"  Mikhail  moved  to  the  window,  his back to me. The city lights reflected off the glass, turning his  silhouette  into  something  ghostly.  "You  worked for him willingly. Translated his documents. Helped facilitate his business." 
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"I  translated  import  manifests.  I  thought  it  was legitimate." 

 

"And when you realized it wasn't?" 

 

I  said nothing. Because the truth was, I'd suspected. Had  seen  enough  irregularities,  enough  coded language,  to  know  that  Yuri's  "import  business" wasn't exactly legal. But I'd needed the job. Needed the  money.  And  it  was  easier  to  look  away  than  to ask questions. 

 

Complicity  through  willful  ignorance. That was my sin. 

 

"That's  what  I  thought,"  Mikhail  said,  turning  back to me. "So let's not pretend you're innocent, Natalya. You  knew.  Maybe  not  the  details,  but  you  knew enough." 
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"Does  it  matter?  I  saw too much. Took something I shouldn't have. And now I'm here." 

 

"Yes.  You  are."  He  moved  closer,  each  step deliberate. "The question is: what do I do with you?" 

 

My heart hammered against my ribs. "You could let me go." 

 

"I could. But I won't." 

 

"Why not? I'm nobody. I don't matter." 

 

"You  matter  because  you  have  my  property."  He crouched  in front of me, bringing us eye-level. This close, I could see gold flecks in his gray eyes. Could smell  his  cologne—different  from  Anton's, something with bergamot and leather. "Where is it?" 
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"I destroyed it. Threw it in the river." 

 

"Liar." 

 

"Prove it." 

 

His  hand  shot  out,  gripping  my  chin.  Not  hard enough  to  hurt, but firm enough that I couldn't look away. "Don't play games with me, little bird. I don't have the patience for it." 

 

"Little  bird?"  Despite  my  fear,  I  felt  anger  spark. "That's condescending." 

 

"It's  accurate.  You're  small.  Fragile.  And  you  flew into  my  territory  thinking  you  could  escape."  His thumb  brushed  my lower lip—barely a touch, but it sent  electricity  down  my  spine.  "But  you  can't escape. Not anymore." 
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I jerked my head back, breaking his grip. "So what? You're going to torture me until I give it up?" 

 

"Torture?"  He  looked  genuinely  surprised.  "No. That's  crude.  Inefficient."  He  stood,  moved  back to the bar. "I'm going to offer you a choice." 

 

"What kind of choice?" 

 

"The  kind  that  keeps  you  breathing."  He  poured more whiskey, held out the glass. When I didn't take it, he set it on the table beside me. "Option one: You tell  me  where  the USB drive is. Right now. I verify its contents, and if everything is there, you get a new identity and enough money to start over. Somewhere far from Russia." 

 

"And option two?" 
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"You continue lying. I keep you here until you either break  or  become  so  much  trouble  that  disposal becomes  necessary."  His  voice  was  conversational, like  we  were  discussing  dinner  plans.  "I'd  prefer option one. Cleaner. Simpler." 

 

"But you don't believe I destroyed it." 

 

"No. Because you're smarter than that." He tilted his head,  studying  me.  "You  kept  it  as  insurance. Leverage. Which means you understand its value." 

 

He  was  right.  Of  course  he  was  right.  The  USB drive was the only thing keeping me alive. 

 

"What's  on  it?"  I  asked.  "What's  so  important  that you've hunted me for three months?" 

 

"That's not your concern." 
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"It is if my life depends on it." 

 

We  stared at each other. A battle of wills conducted in silence. 

 

Finally,  Mikhail  smiled.  It  didn't  reach  his  eyes. "You  want  the  truth?  Fine.  That  drive  contains information that could destroy several very powerful people.  Government  officials.  Oligarchs.  Men  who prefer to operate in shadows." He paused. "Including me." 

 

My  stomach  dropped.  "You  want  to  destroy yourself?" 

 

"No. I want to control who has the ability to destroy me. There's a difference." 
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"And if I give it to you?" 

 

"Then the threat disappears. And you become... less relevant." 

 

Less relevant. A polite way of saying disposable. 

 

"So either way, I'm dead," I said flatly. 

 

"Not necessarily. I'm not a monster, Natalya. Despite what  you  think."  He  moved  to  sit  across  from  me, elbows  on  his  knees,  hands  clasped.  The  posture made  him  look  almost  human.  "I  don't  kill  without reason. And if you cooperate, I have no reason." 

 

"Your friend Dmitri seemed pretty eager to break my legs." 
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"Dmitri  has...  anger  management  issues.  But  he follows  orders.  And  I'm  ordering  that  you  remain unharmed." He paused. "As long as you cooperate." 

 

"Define cooperate." 

 

"Tell me where the drive is. Answer questions about what  you  might  have  seen  or  heard  while  working for  Yuri. Help me understand what information he'd already sold and to whom." His gray eyes bored into mine.  "Do  that,  and  you  walk  away  from  this. Eventually." 

 

"Eventually." 

 

"These  things  take  time.  Verification.  Cleanup.  But yes, eventually, you'll be free." 
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I  wanted  to  believe  him.  God,  I  wanted  to  believe him.  But  men  like  Mikhail  Volkov  didn't  become powerful by keeping promises to people like me. 

 

"I need time to think," I said. 

 

"You  have  until  morning.  After  that,  I'll  assume you've  chosen  option  two,  and  things  will  become significantly less comfortable." 

 

The  door  opened.  Dmitri  stepped  in,  his  dark  eyes finding me immediately. "We have a problem." 

 

Mikhail's expression didn't change, but something in his posture shifted. "What kind of problem?" 

 

"The Chernovs. They know she's here." 
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Silence. Heavy and suffocating. 

 

"How?" Mikhail's voice was dangerously quiet. 

 

"Someone talked. We're investigating." 

 

"Find  them.  Deal  with  it."  He  stood,  buttoning  his jacket  with  precise  movements.  "And  double security. I don't want anyone near this building who isn't cleared." 

 

"Already done." 

 

Mikhail turned back to me. "It seems you've become even  more  valuable,  little  bird.  The  Chernovs  want you almost as badly as I do." 
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"Who are the Chernovs?" I asked, though part of me didn't want to know. 

 

"Competition.  Rivals.  Men  who  would  very  much like  to  know  what's on that USB drive." He smiled, and it was arctic. "Which means you're going to stay exactly  where  I  put  you  until  this  is  resolved. Consider yourself under my protection." 

 

"Protection or imprisonment?" 

 

"Is there a difference?" 

 

Before  I  could answer, he nodded to Dmitri. "Show her to the guest room. Make sure she has everything she needs." 

 

"Mikhail—" I started. 

 

77

"We're done talking tonight. You need rest. You look like  death."  He  headed  toward  the  door,  paused. "Oh,  and  Natalya?  Don't  try to leave. The windows don't  open,  the  door  locks  from  the  outside,  and there  are  men  stationed  on  every  floor.  Running would be... inadvisable." 

 

Then  he  was  gone,  leaving  me  with  Dmitri,  who looked like he'd rather be anywhere else. 

 

"Come  on,"  he  said  roughly.  "Before  I  change  my mind about the leg-breaking thing." 

 

I  followed  him  through  the  penthouse,  down  a hallway  lined  with  more  expensive  art.  He  stopped at a door, opened it, gestured inside. 

 

The  bedroom  was  stunning.  King-sized  bed  with white  linens  that  probably  had  a  thread  count  I couldn't  pronounce.  More  windows overlooking the city. A door that led to what looked like a bathroom done entirely in marble. 
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It was beautiful. It was luxurious. 

 

It was a cage. 

 

"Bathroom's  stocked.  Clothes  in  the  closet  should fit.  Someone  will  bring  food."  Dmitri's  tone  was clipped, professional. "Don't try anything stupid." 

 

"What if I need something?" 

 

"Knock. Someone will hear you." 

 

"What if there's an emergency?" 

 

"Then you knock louder." 
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He started to leave. I don't know what possessed me, but  I  called  after  him.  "Why  didn't  you  kill  me? In the warehouse?" 

 

He  stopped.  Didn't  turn  around.  "Because  Mikhail said not to." 

 

"You always do what Mikhail says?" 

 

"Yes." 

 

"Why?" 

 

Now  he  did  turn.  His  dark  eyes were unreadable in the  dim  hallway  light.  "Because  he's  the  only thing standing between me and the monster I used to be." He  paused.  "Get  some  sleep,  Natalya.  Tomorrow's going to be worse." 
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The door closed. I heard a lock click. 

 

I  was  alone  in  the  most  beautiful  prison  I'd  ever seen,  with  three  dangerous  men  holding  my  life  in their  hands  and  rival  criminals  apparently  circling like sharks. 

 

I moved to the window, pressed my palm against the cold  glass. The city spread out below, glittering and indifferent.  Somewhere  out  there  was  the  train station.  The  locker.  The  USB  drive  that  was  either my salvation or my death sentence. 

 

I had until morning to decide what to do. 

 

But  really,  the  decision was already made. I'd made it the moment I took Anton's hand in that alley. 

 

I was done running. 
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Now  I  just  had  to  figure  out  how  to  survive  what came next.
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 Chapter Three 

 

She meets the third king 

 

Isolation does strange things to the mind. 

 

I'd  learned  that over three days of living in a gilded cage,  where  the only voices I heard belonged to the silent  staff  who  delivered  meals I couldn't taste and collected  plates  I'd  barely  touched.  Three  days  of staring  at  the  same  four  walls—beautiful  walls, expensive walls, but walls nonetheless. 

 

Three days of my thoughts eating me alive. 

 

I  counted  things  to  stay  sane.  The  threads  in  the impossibly  soft  sheets—at  least  a  thousand  per square  inch.  The  panes  of  glass  in  the floor-to-ceiling windows—forty-two. The number of 
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times I'd considered smashing one of those windows and  taking  my  chances  with  the  ten-story drop—more than I wanted to admit. 

 

The  food  came  like  clockwork.  Breakfast  at eight—always  something elaborate I didn't have the appetite for. Eggs Benedict. Blini with caviar. Once, an  omelet  that  probably  had  truffle  in  it,  though  I wouldn't  know. I'd grown up on instant noodles and black bread. 

 

Lunch at one. Dinner at seven. Each meal presented on  china  that  looked  like  it  belonged  in  a museum, with silverware heavy enough to be a weapon. 

 

I'd  considered  that  too.  Taking  a  knife,  hiding  it under  my  pillow.  But  cameras  watched  from  the corners  of  the  room—small,  discreet,  but  there. Always there. And even if I managed to get past the locked  door,  there  were  the  men  Mikhail  had mentioned. The ones stationed on every floor. 
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So I ate a little. Slept in fitful bursts. And waited. 

 

For what, I wasn't sure. Death, maybe. Or worse. 

 

The  worst  part  wasn't  the  isolation.  It  was  the not-knowing. Mikhail had given me until morning to decide  about  the  USB  drive,  but  that  morning  had come and gone three days ago. No one had come to ask  for  my  answer.  No  one  had  come  at all, except the silent staff with their averted eyes. 

 

It was a psychological game, I realized. Let me stew in  my  own  fear.  Let  the  silence  and  uncertainty  do their work. By the time someone finally showed up, I'd  be  so  desperate  for  human  contact  that  I'd  tell them anything. 

 

Smart. Cruel. Effective. 

 

I hated that it was working. 
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On  the  fourth  day,  I  was  standing  at  the window—my  usual  position,  since  there  was literally  nothing  else  to  do—when  I  heard  the  lock click. 

 

My heart jumped. I turned, pressing my back against the cold glass, as the door swung open. 

 

Anton Karelin stepped inside. 

 

He  looked  different  in  daylight.  Less  predatory, more... human. He wore charcoal slacks and a white dress  shirt  with  the  sleeves  rolled  up,  the  collar open.  No  tie.  His  dark-blond  hair  was  slightly disheveled, like he'd been running his hands through it.  Those  winter-ice  eyes  found  me  immediately, assessed  me  with  the  same  calculating  attention  I remembered from the alley. 
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"Natalya," he said, closing the door behind him. Not locking  it,  I  noticed.  A  small  gesture,  but  it  felt significant. 

 

"Anton."  My  voice  came out rough from disuse. I'd barely  spoken  in  days.  "Come  to  deliver  Mikhail's verdict?" 

 

"I  come  bearing  gifts, actually." He held up a paper bag  I  hadn't  noticed.  The  smell  hit  me  a  second later—fresh  bread,  butter,  something  sweet.  My stomach growled traitorously. 

 

"Bribing me with pastries?" 

 

"Is it working?" 

 

Despite everything, I almost smiled. "Maybe." 
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He  moved  to  the  small  table  by  the  window,  set down  the  bag,  pulled  out  its  contents.  Croissants. Pain  au  chocolat.  A  container  of  what  looked  like real  butter.  And—God—a  thermos  that,  when opened, released the scent of actual good coffee. 

 

My  mouth  watered.  The  gourmet  meals  had  been fine,  but  this...  this  was  the  kind  of  food  that reminded you what it felt like to be human. 

 

"Sit," Anton said, pulling out a chair. 

 

"You  know,  you  three  really  need  to  stop  ordering me around." 

 

"Would you prefer I ask nicely?" 

 

"I'd prefer you let me go." 
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"We  both  know  that's  not  happening."  He sat down across  from  me,  started  preparing  a  croissant  with butter.  "So  sit.  Eat.  Let's  have  a  conversation  like civilized people." 

 

I  sat.  Not  because  he  told  me to, but because I was so tired of standing at that window, watching a city I couldn't touch. 

 

Anton  pushed a plate toward me. The croissant was still  warm,  flaky,  perfect.  I  picked  it  up  with hands that  shook  slightly.  That  first  bite  was transcendent—butter  and  salt  and  the  simple pleasure of food that tasted like something. 

 

I  made  a  sound  that  was  embarrassingly  close  to  a moan. 

 

Anton's lips twitched. "Better than the Michelin-star meals?" 
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"So  much  better."  I  took  another  bite,  closed  my eyes. "Where did you get this?" 

 

"Little  bakery  in  Petrograd.  Been  going  there  for years." 

 

"You  went  out  of  your  way  to  bring  me  bakery croissants?" 

 

"I  went  out  of  my  way  to  ensure  you'd actually eat something. You've lost more weight. Can't have you passing out before we get what we need." 

 

Right.  Because  this  wasn't  kindness.  This  was strategy. 

 

I set down the croissant, appetite gone as quickly as it came. "What do you want, Anton?" 
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"To talk." 

 

"About the USB drive." 

 

"No."  He  poured  coffee  into  two  cups—real  cups, not  disposable  ones.  Added  sugar  to  mine  without asking.  Somehow  knew  I  took  it  sweet.  "About you." 

 

That surprised me. "Why?" 

 

"Because Dmitri sees you as a problem to be solved. Mikhail  sees  you  as  an  asset  to  be leveraged. But I like to understand people before deciding what they are." He slid the coffee across. "So. Talk." 

 

"About what?" 
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"Whatever  you  want.  Start  with  why  you  were working at Yuri's office." 

 

I wrapped my hands around the warm cup. The heat felt  good  against  my  cold  fingers.  "I  needed  a  job. He was hiring. That's it." 

 

"You  have  a  degree  in  linguistics  from  Moscow State  University.  Top  of your class. You could have worked anywhere." 

 

My head snapped up. "How do you know that?" 

 

"I know everything about you, Natalya Orlova. Born in  Moscow.  Parents  died  when  you  were nineteen—car accident on the M11. You dropped out of  graduate  school  to  work.  No  close  relatives.  No romantic  relationships  lasting  longer  than  three months."  He  took  a  sip  of  his  coffee,  watching  me over  the  rim.  "You're  smart,  educated,  and  utterly alone.  Which  makes  you  either  a  flight  risk  or someone with nothing to lose." 
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Hearing  my  life  summarized  so  clinically  made something in my chest tighten. "You forgot 'recently kidnapped.'" 

 

"Kidnapped implies you didn't come willingly." 

 

"I had a choice between coming willingly and being dragged. That's not the same thing." 

 

"Isn't  it?"  He  leaned  back,  studying  me  with  those unsettling  eyes.  "You  got  in  the  car.  You  didn't scream,  didn't  fight,  didn't  try  to  run  when you had the chance. Why?" 

 

"Because I was tired." 

 

"Of?" 
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"Everything."  The  word came out more honest than I intended. "Tired of running. Tired of being scared. Tired  of  sleeping  in  places  where  I had to keep my shoes  on  in  case  I  needed  to  run  again.  Tired  of being nobody." 

 

"And you think being here is better?" 

 

"I  think  being  here  is  different.  And  different  is... something." 

 

Anton  was  quiet  for  a  long moment, his expression unreadable. Then: "Tell me about your family." 

 

The change of subject threw me. "Why?" 

 

"Curiosity." 
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"They're dead. End of story." 

 

"How did it happen?" 

 

"You  already  know.  You  said  you  know  everything about me." 

 

"I know the facts. I want to hear your version." 

 

I  took  a  long  drink  of  coffee,  letting  it  burn  my tongue.  "They  were  driving  back  from  my grandmother's  funeral.  Black  ice.  The  car  went  off the  road." The words came out flat, emotionless. I'd practiced  saying  them  that  way.  "They  died  on impact. I got a phone call from the police at three in the morning." 

 

"I'm sorry." 
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"Are you? Or is this just part of the profiling?" 

 

His jaw tightened. "I can be both sorry and strategic. The two aren't mutually exclusive." 

 

"Could have fooled me." 

 

"You're angry." 

 

"You're perceptive." 

 

We  stared  at each other across the table. Some kind of  standoff  conducted  over  pastries  and  coffee.  I should  have  been  intimidated—Anton  was dangerous in a way that was harder to pin down than Dmitri's  obvious  violence  or Mikhail's cold control. But I was too exhausted to be scared anymore. 
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"What  do  you  want  from  me?"  I  asked  again. "Really?" 

 

"The  truth."  He  set  down  his  cup,  leaned  forward. "Someone  hacked  our  system  last night. They were looking  for  information  about  a  missing  woman named  Natalya  Orlova.  They  knew your real name, your  last  known  address,  your  employment  history. And  they  were  very,  very  good  at  covering  their tracks." 

 

My  stomach  dropped.  "I  don't  know  anyone  who could do that." 

 

"You sure?" 

 

"I  don't know anyone, period. That was the point of running.  I  cut  all  ties,  destroyed  my  phone,  used cash  for  everything.  There's  no  one  looking  for  me because there's no one who cares." 
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"Someone  cares  enough  to  hack  a system protected by  military-grade  encryption."  His  voice  was  soft, but there was steel underneath. "Someone who knew exactly  where  to  look  and  what  to  look  for.  So  I'll ask again: who else knows you're alive?" 

 

"No one!" 

 

"Think,  Natalya.  Did  you  contact  anyone?  Leave any trace? Email? Social media? A letter?" 

 

"No. Nothing. I'm not an idiot." 

 

"Then explain the hack." 

 

"I  can't!"  Frustration made my voice sharp. "Maybe it's  a  coincidence.  Maybe  someone  else  is  looking 
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for  me  for  reasons  that  have  nothing to do with the USB drive." 

 

"Like?" 

 

"I  don't know! The police? Family of someone Yuri screwed  over?  Someone  who  thinks  I  witnessed something else?" 

 

Anton  didn't  look  convinced.  "We  don't  believe  in coincidences." 

 

"Well,  I  don't  believe  in  ghosts,  but  here  we  are, surrounded by them." 

 

"What's that supposed to mean?" 
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"It  means  you  and  Dmitri  and  Mikhail—you're  all ghosts.  Shadow  kings  who  don't  officially exist. So maybe  whoever's  looking  for  me  is  another  ghost. Another shadow." 

 

He  absorbed  that,  his  expression  unreadable.  Then his  phone  buzzed.  He  glanced  at  it,  his  jaw tightening. 

 

"What?" I asked. 

 

"We  need  to  move  this  conversation."  He  stood, pocketed his phone. "Come with me." 

 

"Where?" 

 

"Somewhere more secure. We have a situation." 
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The way he said 'situation' made my blood run cold. "What kind of situation?" 

 

"The kind where—" 

 

The  door  slammed open. Dmitri filled the doorway, his  dark  eyes  wild  with  barely  contained  violence. His  shirt  was  untucked,  his  knuckles  bloody.  He looked like he'd just been in a fight. 

 

Or started one. 

 

"They found the apartment," he said, his voice tight. "Someone torched it." 

 

"What apartment?" I asked, looking between them. 
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"Yours,"  Anton  said quietly. "Your old apartment in Moscow. It's gone. Fire department's saying arson." 

 

The  room  tilted.  I  gripped  the  edge  of  the  table  to stay  upright.  "My  apartment?  But  I  haven't  been there in months. There's nothing—" 

 

"Exactly,"  Dmitri  cut  in.  "There's  nothing.  Which means  whoever  set  the  fire  wasn't  looking  for evidence. They were sending a message." 

 

"What message?" 

 

"That  they're  closing  in.  That  they  know  you're connected  to  us."  He  moved  into  the  room,  and  I instinctively  backed  up  until  I  hit  the  window.  "So I'll ask you one more time, and you better give me a straight answer: Who. The fuck. Else. Knows." 
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His voice was a growl. His hands were clenched into fists  at  his  sides.  Every  line  of  his  body  screamed violence barely held in check. 

 

"I don't know," I whispered. "I swear, I don't know." 

 

"She's  telling  the  truth,"  Anton  said,  positioning himself between Dmitri and me. "Back off, Dima." 

 

"Don't  tell  me  to  back  off.  We  have  a  leak. Someone's  compromising  our  security,  and  the common denominator is her." 

 

"Or  someone's  trying  to  make  us  think  it's  her. Making us paranoid. Dividing us." 

 

"Or she's a plant. Ever think of that? That this whole thing—the  warehouse,  the running, the helpless girl act—was  designed  to  get  her  inside  our organization?" 
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"I'm  not  a  plant!"  My  voice  cracked.  "I'm  a translator  who  saw  the  wrong  thing  and  made  a stupid  decision  in  a  moment  of  panic.  That's it. I'm not some mastermind working for your enemies." 

 

"Then prove it," Dmitri snarled. 

 

"How? How do I prove a negative?" 

 

Anton  held  up  a  hand.  "Everyone  calm  down. This is  exactly  what  whoever's  behind  this  wants—us turning on each other." 

 

"Or  it's  exactly  what  she  wants,"  Dmitri  countered. But  some  of  the  violence  had  left  his  posture.  He was listening to Anton, even if he didn't want to. 
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"We  need  to  talk  to  Mikhail," Anton said. "Let him decide how to handle this." 

 

"He's  on  a  call  with  the  Ukrainians.  Can't  be disturbed." 

 

"Then we wait." 

 

"We don't have time to wait. Every minute she's here is a minute we're exposed." 

 

They  were  talking  about  me  like  I  wasn't  in  the room.  Like  I  was  an  object  to  be  dealt  with  rather than a person. The frustration and fear that had been building for days finally found an outlet. 

 

"I didn't ask to be here!" I shouted. Both men turned to stare. "I didn't ask to witness a murder. I didn't ask to  be  hunted  across  Russia.  I  didn't  ask  for  any  of 
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this! So forgive me if I don't have all the answers to your paranoid questions." 

 

Silence. Heavy and suffocating. 

 

Then Anton spoke, his voice gentle. "We know. But that doesn't change the situation." 

 

"Then  what  do  you  want  me  to  do?  Because  I'm fresh out of options. I can't prove I'm not connected to  whoever's  hacking  your  system.  I  can't  produce friends I don't have. I can't explain something I don't understand. So either believe me or kill me, but stop with the interrogation." 

 

Dmitri's  expression  didn't  change,  but  something in his  eyes  shifted.  "You  got  some  spine,  I'll give you that." 

 

"Spine is all I have left." 
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"That and a USB drive you won't give up." 

 

"Because it's the only thing keeping me breathing." 

 

"Is  it?" Anton asked quietly. "Or is it the only thing keeping us from trusting you?" 

 

The  question  hung  in  the  air  between  us.  A challenge and an opportunity. 

 

I  thought  about  the  USB  drive  in  its  locker  at  the train  station.  Thought  about  everything  it represented—my  insurance,  my  leverage,  my  death sentence.  Thought  about  what  would  happen  if  I gave it up. 

 

And  I  thought  about  these  three  men  who  held  my life in their hands. Mikhail with his cold calculation. 
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Dmitri  with  his  barely  controlled  violence.  Anton with his patient watchfulness. 

 

I  was  dead  either  way.  The  question  was  whether I died  a  coward  or  someone  who'd  at  least  tried  to survive. 

 

"I'll tell you where it is," I heard myself say. "On one condition." 

 

"You're not in a position to negotiate," Dmitri said. 

 

"I'm  in  exactly  the  position  to  negotiate.  Because without that drive, you have nothing. And whoever's coming  for  me? They want it too. Which means it's worth something to all of you." 

 

"Name your condition," Anton said. 
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"I  want  answers.  Real  ones.  What's  on  that  drive. Why  it's  so  valuable.  Who  these  enemies  are  that you keep mentioning. And what happens to me after you get it." 

 

"That's four conditions," Dmitri muttered. 

 

"Fine. Then I have four conditions." 

 

Anton and Dmitri exchanged a look. Some wordless communication  I  couldn't  decipher.  Finally,  Anton nodded. 

 

"Agreed.  But  Mikhail  has  final  say on what we tell you." 

 

"Then let's go talk to Mikhail." 
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"He's—" 

 

"I  don't  care  if  he's  on  a  call  with  the  Pope.  This can't wait." I moved toward the door, surprised when they didn't stop me. "Well? You coming?" 

 

Anton's  lips  curved  into  something  that  might have been a smile. "After you, little bird." 

 

As  we  left  the  room—me  in  front,  the  two  men flanking  me  like  guards  or  maybe  predators—I  felt something  shift.  Some  fundamental  change  in  the dynamic between us. 

 

I wasn't their prisoner anymore. Not exactly. 

 

I was a player in whatever game they were running. And players had power. 

 

110

The question was whether I'd survive long enough to use it. 

 

We  walked  through  the  penthouse,  my  bare  feet silent on marble floors. Past art worth more than my life.  Past  windows  overlooking  a  city  I  couldn't escape. 

 

Toward  Mikhail  Volkov  and  whatever  verdict  he'd deliver. 

 

My biggest mistake wasn't running, I realized. 

 

It was surviving long enough to become interesting. 

 

And  interesting  people,  in  this  world,  rarely  died peacefully.
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 Chapter Four 

 

She discovers her value 

 

Mikhail's  office  was  a  study  in  controlled masculinity. 

 

Dark  wood  paneling  that  looked  like  it  had  been imported  from  some  ancient  forest.  Leather  chairs the  color  of  dried  blood.  Bookshelves  lined  with volumes  in  Russian,  English,  German—first editions,  probably,  because  men  like  Mikhail  didn't do  anything  by  half  measures.  The  desk  was massive, carved from a single piece of mahogany, its surface  clear  except  for  a  laptop  and  a  crystal tumbler half-filled with amber liquid. 

 

And the smell. God, the smell. Tobacco—expensive, the  kind  you  couldn't  buy  in  stores.  Leather. Something  spicy  and  masculine  that  I  couldn't 
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identify.  It  wrapped  around  me  like smoke, making it hard to breathe. 

 

Or maybe that was just fear. 

 

"Sit," Mikhail said, not looking up from whatever he was reading on his laptop screen. 

 

I  sat  in  one  of  the  leather  chairs  across  from  his desk.  Anton  took  up  position  by  the  door,  arms crossed,  watchful.  Dmitri  stood  by  the  window,  his back  to  us,  tension  radiating  from  every  line  of  his body. 

 

We'd walked in silence from my room to this office. No one had spoken. No one had touched me. But I'd felt  the  weight  of  their  attention,  the  pressure  of unspoken  questions pressing down on my shoulders like hands. 
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Mikhail finally looked up. His steel-gray eyes found mine,  held  them.  "Before  we  begin,  I  need  you  to understand something." 

 

"What?" 

 

"Whatever  happens  in  this  room stays in this room. You  don't  speak  of  it  to  anyone—not that you have anyone  to  speak  to.  You  don't  write  it  down.  You don't  even  think  about  it  in  ways  that  might  be overheard."  He  paused.  "Because  if  word  of  this conversation  leaves  this  office,  I  will  assume  you betrayed us. And I don't forgive betrayal." 

 

My mouth went dry. "Understood." 

 

"Good."  He  turned  the  laptop  around  to  face  me. "Explain this." 
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The  screen  showed  a  file  directory.  Dozens  of folders,  each  labeled  with  cryptic  names. Numbers. Acronyms. Nothing that made immediate sense. But there was something familiar about the structure, the organization... 

 

"This is the USB drive," I said slowly. "You got it." 

 

"We  retrieved  it  this  morning.  From  a  locker  at Moscow  Station.  Locker  247,  third  floor,  near  the women's  restroom.  You're  very  predictable, Natalya." 

 

Heat  flooded  my  face.  Of  course  they'd  figured  it out. I'd probably been followed from the moment I'd hidden  it  there. Maybe they'd known its location all along, had just been waiting to see if I'd cooperate. 

 

"If you already have it, why am I here?" 
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"Because possession and understanding are different things."  Mikhail  clicked  on  one  of  the  folders.  The screen  filled  with text—dense, technical, encrypted. "We  need  you  to  help  us  decrypt  this.  Tell  us what you know about how Yuri organized his information. What  his  passwords  might  be.  What  these  folder names mean." 

 

I  leaned forward, studying the screen. My linguistic training  kicked  in  automatically,  looking  for patterns,  connections.  "The  folder  names...  they're dates.  But  not regular dates. They're reversed—day, month, year, but written backward." 

 

Mikhail's  expression  didn't  change,  but  something flickered  in  his  eyes.  Approval,  maybe.  Or calculation. "Continue." 

 

"And these numbers here—" I pointed to a string of digits.  "That's  not  random.  It's  a  phone  number. Russian format, but with the digits scrambled. If you reverse every other number..." 
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"Anton," Mikhail said quietly. 

 

Anton moved to the desk, pulled out a tablet, started working.  His  fingers flew across the screen. After a moment,  he  looked  up.  "She's  right.  It's  a  Moscow number. Registered to a shell company." 

 

"What company?" 

 

"Meridian Holdings. Owned by..." 

 

"Let me guess," Dmitri said from his position by the window. "The Chernovs." 

 

Anton nodded. 

 

The  temperature  in  the  room  seemed  to  drop  ten degrees.  Mikhail's  jaw  tightened.  When  he  spoke, 
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his  voice was dangerously soft. "Yuri was selling to the Chernovs." 

 

"Not  just  selling,"  I  heard  myself  say.  "That  folder structure—it's  systematic.  Regular  intervals.  This wasn't  a  one-time  thing.  He  was  feeding  them information constantly." 

 

"How do you know that?" 

 

"Because  I  translated  his  correspondence.  Not  the sensitive  stuff—he  kept  that  to  himself.  But  I  saw enough  to  recognize  his  organizational  patterns. He was  meticulous.  Obsessive.  Everything  had  a system."  I  pointed  to  another  folder.  "See  this one? That's a different code. Probably a different buyer." 

 

Mikhail  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  fingers  steepled under his chin. "How many buyers?" 
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I  counted  the  top-level  folders.  "At  least  seven. Maybe more in the subfolders." 

 

"Christ," Dmitri muttered. 

 

"This  wasn't  just  insurance,"  Anton  said  quietly. "This  was  his  entire  business  model.  He  was  a clearinghouse. Collecting information from multiple sources, selling to multiple buyers." 

 

"And  playing  them  all  against  each  other,"  Mikhail finished. His eyes met mine. "Did you know?" 

 

"No."  The  word  came  out  sharp.  Defensive.  "I told you—I was just a translator. I did contracts, shipping manifests, correspondence. Boring, technical stuff." 

 

"Nothing about this is boring or technical." 
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"I didn't know what I was translating! Half of it was coded  language  I  didn't  understand.  'Shipments' could  have  meant  actual  shipments  or...  or something  else.  I  didn't  ask  questions  because  I needed the job." 

 

"And  because  asking  questions  in  our  world  gets you killed." 

 

"Yes," I admitted. "That too." 

 

Mikhail opened another folder. This one contained a spreadsheet—rows  and  rows  of  names,  dates, amounts. "Recognize any of these names?" 

 

I scanned the list. Most were unfamiliar. But some... "That one. Volkov Enterprises. That's you, isn't it?" 

 

"Yes." 
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"And  that one. Dmitri Sokolov Security Consulting. So he's in here too." 

 

Dmitri  turned  from  the  window,  his  dark  eyes finding mine. "What else?" 

 

"Karelin Industries. Anton's?" 

 

"Yes," Anton said. 

 

"So  Yuri  was  selling  information  about  all  three  of you.  To..."  I  scrolled  down.  "To  at  least  four different organizations. Including the Chernovs." 

 

"Now  she's  catching  on,"  Dmitri  said,  his  voice dripping with barely controlled anger. 
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"But  why?"  I looked between the three men. "What information did he have that was worth this much?" 

 

Mikhail  clicked  to  another  file.  A  video  began playing—security  footage  from  what  looked  like  a warehouse.  I  recognized  it  immediately.  The  same warehouse where I'd seen the executions. Where this nightmare had started. 

 

The  footage  showed  Yuri meeting with someone. A man in an expensive coat, his face partially obscured by  shadows.  They  were  exchanging  something—a briefcase for an envelope. 

 

"That's  Pavel  Chernov,"  Anton  said.  "The  Bratva's second-in-command." 

 

"Yuri was meeting with him the week before he was killed," Mikhail continued. "Selling him information about  our  operations.  Shipment  routes.  Security protocols. Personnel files." 
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Understanding  crashed  over  me  like  cold  water. "You didn't kill him for being a criminal. You killed him for being a traitor." 

 

"Finally."  Dmitri's  smile  was  vicious.  "She's  not  as stupid as she looks." 

 

"I  never  looked  stupid,"  I  shot  back.  "I  looked desperate. There's a difference." 

 

"Is there?" 

 

Before I could respond, Mikhail's phone buzzed. He glanced  at  it,  his  expression  darkening.  "We have a situation." 

 

"Another one?" Anton asked. 
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"The Chernovs put out a bounty. Five million rubles for  whoever  delivers  Natalya  Orlova.  Alive  and intact." 

 

The words hit me like a physical blow. Five million rubles. That was... I couldn't even process how much that  was.  Enough  to  make  me  worth  killing  for. Enough to make me worth betraying for. 

 

"Alive  and  intact,"  I  repeated,  my  voice  shaking. "Why?" 

 

"Because  they  need  you  to  decrypt  the  files," Mikhail said. "The USB drive is useless without the passwords.  And  you—"  he  gestured  at  the  screen "—just  proved  you  understand  Yuri's  system  better than anyone." 

 

"But  I  don't  know  the  passwords!  I  just  understand the structure." 
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"They  don't  know that. And even if they did, they'd still  want  you."  His  gray  eyes  were  cold. Calculating.  "You're  a  loose  end.  A  witness. Someone who might be able to identify buyers, trace transactions, expose their entire network." 

 

My  hands  were  shaking. I pressed them flat against my  thighs,  trying  to  stop  the  trembling.  "So  what now? You hand me over? Collect the bounty?" 

 

"Don't be ridiculous," Anton said from the doorway. "If  we  wanted  to  hand  you  over,  we  would  have done it already." 

 

"Then what?" 

 

Mikhail  stood,  moved  around  the desk until he was leaning  against  it,  arms  crossed.  Looking  down  at me.  "Now  you  become  very,  very cooperative. You help  us  decrypt  these  files.  You  tell  us  everything 
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you  remember  from  your  time  working  for  Yuri. Every  name,  every  conversation,  every  detail  you might have overlooked." 

 

"And then?" 

 

"And  then  we  use  this  information  to  destroy  the Chernovs  and  anyone  else  who  thinks  they  can operate in our territory." 

 

"And  me?  What  happens  to  me  after  you've  gotten what you need?" 

 

"That depends on how useful you prove to be." 

 

The casual cruelty of it stole my breath. I was a tool to  them.  A  resource  to  be  exploited  and  then disposed of when I was no longer needed. 
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"Let  me  go,"  I  heard  myself  say.  "Please.  I'll disappear. I'm good at it. You'll never—" 

 

"You'll  be  dead  in  a  week,"  Dmitri  interrupted, moving away from the window. "Possibly days. Five million rubles is enough to motivate every criminal, corrupt  cop,  and  desperate  civilian  in  Saint Petersburg.  They'll  tear  this  city  apart  looking  for you." 

 

"So  you're  keeping  me  prisoner  to  keep  me  alive?" The irony was suffocating. "How thoughtful." 

 

"We're  keeping  you  here,"  Mikhail  corrected,  his voice  soft  but  edged  with  steel,  "because  you're leverage.  The  Chernovs  want  you.  That  makes  you useful.  A  bargaining  chip.  Insurance  against retaliation." 

 

"So I'm not a person. I'm a game piece." 
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"In  this  world?"  Mikhail  leaned  closer,  his  face inches from mine. I could smell his cologne, see the gold  flecks  in  his  gray  eyes.  "Everyone's  a  game piece. The only question is whether you're a pawn or a queen." 

 

"And what am I?" 

 

"That depends on how you play." 

 

His  proximity  was  overwhelming.  I  should  have been  terrified—was  terrified—but  there  was something  else  underneath  the  fear.  Something  that made my pulse race and my skin feel too tight. 

 

He  must  have  seen  it  in  my  face  because  his expression  shifted.  Became  predatory.  "Careful, little  bird. Fear is one thing. But that..." He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingertips grazing my cheek. "That's something else." 
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I  jerked  back,  my  chair  scraping  against  the  floor. "Don't." 

 

"Don't  what?  Touch  you?  Or  don't  make  you acknowledge  that  you're  attracted  to  your captors?" His  smile  was  cruel.  "Because  I  can  smell  the  lie either way." 

 

"You're delusional." 

 

"Am  I?"  He  looked  past  me  to  where  Anton  and Dmitri  stood.  "What  do  you think? Is our little bird lying?" 

 

Anton's  winter-ice  eyes  met  mine.  "I  think  she's terrified  and  trying  to  maintain  some  semblance  of control.  And  attraction  is  just  another  form  of control." 

 

"That's twisted," I managed. 
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"Welcome to our world." 

 

Dmitri  moved  closer,  until  I  was  surrounded  by three men who held my life in their hands. His voice was  rough  when  he  spoke.  "Here's  what's  going  to happen.  You're  going  to  help us decrypt those files. You're  going  to  tell  us  everything  you  know.  And you're  going  to  stay exactly where we put you until this is resolved." 

 

"And if I refuse?" 

 

"Then  we lock you in a room with no windows and wait  for  the  Chernovs  to  make  their  move.  When they  come—and  they  will  come—we  use  you  as bait. See how much you're really worth to them." 

 

"You wouldn't." 

 

130

"Try me." 

 

I looked between the three of them. Mikhail with his cold  calculation.  Dmitri  with  his  barely  controlled violence. Anton with his patient watchfulness. Three kings  who'd  built  their  empire  on  blood  and betrayal. 

 

And  I  was  just  a  girl  who'd  witnessed  the  wrong thing at the wrong time. 

 

"I'll help you," I said quietly. "But I want something in return." 

 

"You're  not  in  a  position  to  negotiate,"  Dmitri growled. 

 

"Aren't  I?  You  need  me  to  decrypt  the  files.  To understand  Yuri's  system.  To  identify  patterns  and connections.  Without  me,  you're  just  staring  at 
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encrypted data hoping for divine intervention." I met Mikhail's  eyes.  "So  yes,  I  am  in  a  position  to negotiate." 

 

Something  that  might  have  been  respect  flickered across his face. "Name your price." 

 

"When  this  is  over—when  you've  gotten  what  you need—you  let  me  go.  Really  let  me  go.  New identity, enough money to start over, somewhere far from Russia. And you make sure the Chernovs think I'm dead." 

 

"That's a tall order." 

 

"That's my price." 

 

Mikhail  looked  at  Anton,  then  Dmitri.  Some wordless  communication  passed  between  them. Finally, he nodded. "Agreed. On one condition." 
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"What?" 

 

"You  don't  lie  to  us.  Not  even  once.  Because  if  we find  out  you've  withheld  information,  hidden something,  or  betrayed  us  in  any  way..." He leaned close  again,  his  breath  warm  against  my  ear.  "We won't  kill  you.  We'll  give  you  to  the  Chernovs. Let them  ask  their  questions.  And  trust  me,  their methods make ours look gentle." 

 

A shiver ran down my spine. Not entirely from fear. 

 

"Deal," I whispered. 

 

His  hand  wrapped  around  the  back  of  my  neck, holding  me  still.  Not  hurting,  but  possessive. Claiming. "Good girl." 
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Those  words  again.  They  shouldn't  affect  me. Shouldn't  make  heat pool low in my belly. But they did, and he knew it, and I hated him for it. 

 

"We  start  now,"  Mikhail  said,  releasing  me  and moving  back  to  his  desk.  "Anton,  pull  up  the personnel files. Dmitri, get the maps. Natalya—" He turned  the  laptop  to  face  me  again.  "Start  talking. And don't stop until I tell you to." 

 

Anton appeared at Mikhail's shoulder with news that made my blood freeze. "The Chernovs know she's in Saint  Petersburg.  They're  moving  resources  here. Two  dozen  men,  maybe  more.  Enforcers,  mostly. The kind who don't ask questions." 

 

"How long?" Mikhail asked. 

 

"They'll be here by morning." 
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"Then  we  work  fast."  He  looked  at  me.  "You  have until dawn to give us everything. Every name, every password  you  might  guess,  every  pattern  you recognize.  Because  when  the  sun  comes  up,  this building  becomes  a  fortress.  And  you  become  the treasure everyone's trying to steal." 

 

I stared at the screen, at the files that represented my death  sentence,  and felt something inside me break. Or maybe it was already broken, and I was just now noticing. 

 

"I'll  tell  you  everything,"  I  said.  "But  you  should know—I'm  not  treasure.  I'm  just  a girl who made a mistake and survived long enough to regret it." 

 

"We  all  are,"  Anton  said  quietly.  "The  question  is whether you'll survive long enough to learn from it." 

 

As  Mikhail  pulled  up  the  first  encrypted  file  and Dmitri closed the blinds and Anton locked the door, I  realized  something that terrified me more than the 
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bounty  or  the  Chernovs  or  even  these  three dangerous men. 

 

I didn't want to survive this just to run again. 

 

I  wanted  to  survive  this so I could understand what the hell I was becoming. 

 

And  that,  more  than  anything,  meant  I  was  already lost.
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 Chapter Five 

 

The walls close in 

 

The penthouse became a prison within a prison. 

 

I noticed the changes immediately. More men in the hallways—silent,  armed,  watching.  The  windows were  covered  with  heavy  blackout  curtains  that stayed closed day and night, turning the entire space into  a  tomb.  My  burner  phone—the  one  I'd  kept hidden in my shoe, my last connection to the outside world—was  discovered  and  confiscated  within hours. 

 

"You won't need this," the guard had said, pocketing it without meeting my eyes. 

 

I didn't argue. What was the point? 
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Security  tripled.  I  counted  twelve  guards  on  my floor  alone,  stationed  at  every  exit,  every  stairwell, every possible escape route. Not that I was planning to escape. Where would I go? The moment I stepped outside,  I'd  have  a  target painted on my back worth five million rubles. 

 

So I stayed. Existed. Breathed. 

 

And waited for the other shoe to drop. 

 

The  days  blurred  together.  Morning  came  without sunlight to mark it. I'd wake in the too-soft bed, stare at  the  ceiling,  and  count  the  hours  until  someone brought  food  I  couldn't  taste.  Then  I'd  sit  in  the living  room—because  I  couldn't  stand  being in that bedroom  anymore,  couldn't  stand  the  feeling  of walls  pressing  in—and  pretend  to  read  books  from Mikhail's extensive library. 
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But mostly, I waited. 

 

For  the  Chernovs  to  attack.  For Mikhail to decide I was more trouble than I was worth. For one of these armed  men  to receive a better offer and put a bullet in my head. 

 

The waiting was worse than running had ever been. 

 

At least when I was running, I was doing something. Now  I  was  just...  suspended.  Caught  between  life and death, neither fully one nor the other. 

 

Dmitri  was  assigned  as  my  primary  guard.  I  don't know if it was punishment for him or protection for me,  but  he  was  there  constantly.  A  dark,  silent presence in whatever room I occupied. 

 

He  didn't  talk.  Just  sat  in  the  corner—always  the corner,  always  with  a  clear  view  of  the 
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door—cleaning  weapons with methodical precision. Sometimes he'd read reports, his dark eyes scanning pages  with  an  intensity  that  made  me  wonder  what horrors were contained in those neat rows of text. 

 

His  presence  should  have  been  comforting. Protection,  right?  But  instead,  it  felt  suffocating. Like  having  a  panther  in  the  room  with you—beautiful,     dangerous,     and     absolutely unpredictable. 

 

On the third night of this new routine, I couldn't take it anymore. 

 

"Why  don't  you  just  kill  me?"  The  words  burst out of me, sharp and desperate. 

 

Dmitri  looked  up  from  the  pistol  he  was  cleaning. For  a  moment,  he  just  stared  at  me,  genuinely surprised.  Then  his  lips  curved  into  something  that wasn't quite a smile. 
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"Would you prefer that?" 

 

"I'd  prefer  answers.  I'd  prefer  to  know  what's happening.  I'd  prefer—"  My  voice  cracked.  "I'd prefer  to  know  if  I'm  going  to  die  so  I  can  stop waiting for it." 

 

He  set  down  the  gun,  his  movements  deliberate. "You're not going to die. Not yet, anyway." 

 

"That's not reassuring." 

 

"Wasn't  meant  to  be."  He  leaned  back  in  his  chair, studying me with those dark, unreadable eyes. "You want answers? Fine. Ask." 
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I  hadn't  expected  that.  For  days,  I'd  been  met  with silence  or  vague  deflections.  Now  he  was  offering answers? 

 

"Why are you keeping me alive?" I asked. 

 

"Because Mikhail says so." 

 

"That's not an answer." 

 

"It's the only one that matters." He picked up the gun again, began reassembling it with practiced ease. "In this organization, Mikhail's word is law. He says you live, you live. He says you die, you die. Simple." 

 

"Nothing about this is simple." 

 

"It is if you stop overthinking it." 
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I moved to the window—the covered window—and pressed my palm against the heavy fabric. I couldn't see  the  city,  but  I  could  feel  it  out  there.  Life continuing  without  me.  People  going  to  work, coming  home,  making  dinner,  watching  television. Normal things. Things I'd taken for granted. 

 

"What  was  Moscow  like  for  you?"  Dmitri's  voice startled me. "Before." 

 

I turned. "Why do you want to know?" 

 

"Curious." 

 

"Curious  like  Anton  is  curious?  Profiling  me, looking for weaknesses?" 

 

143

His  jaw  tightened.  "Maybe.  Or  maybe  I'm  just making  conversation  to  keep you from jumping out a window." 

 

"The windows don't open." 

 

"Figure of speech." 

 

Despite  everything,  I  almost  laughed.  "Moscow was...  it  was  home.  I  had  an  apartment  in  Arbat. Nothing  special,  but  it  was  mine.  I'd  walk  to  work every  morning,  stop  at  this  little  café that made the best syrniki. I had a routine. A life." 

 

"Sounds boring." 

 

"It  was.  And  I  loved  it."  I  sank  onto  the  couch, suddenly  exhausted.  "I  never  wanted  adventure. Never  wanted  excitement.  I  just  wanted  to  be  left 
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alone  with  my  books  and  my  coffee  and  my  quiet life." 

 

"And now?" 

 

"Now  I'm  in  a  penthouse  with  criminals  who  are either  going  to  kill  me  or  use  me  as  bait.  So  much for quiet." 

 

Dmitri was silent for a long moment. Then: "I grew up in Volgograd. You know it?" 

 

"The city, or the history?" 

 

"Both." 
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"I  know  the  Battle  of  Stalingrad  happened  there. That  it  was  one  of  the  bloodiest  battles  in  human history." 

 

"My  grandfather  fought  in  that  battle.  Survived  it somehow.  Came  home  different."  He  stared  at  the gun in his hands. "He used to tell me stories. About the  cold.  About  watching  friends  freeze  to  death. About  eating  rats  to  survive.  And  he'd  say,  'Dima, you  think  you  know  what  you're  capable  of  until you're  tested.  Then  you  discover  you're  capable  of things that would have horrified you before.'" 

 

"Why are you telling me this?" 

 

"Because  you're  being  tested  right  now. And you're discovering  things  about  yourself  that  probably horrify you." 

 

He  was  right.  I  was  horrified  by  how  easily  I'd adapted  to  this  life.  How  quickly  I'd  stopped thinking  of  escape.  How  my  pulse  quickened when 
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Mikhail  entered  a  room,  or  when  Anton's  hand brushed  mine,  or  when  Dmitri  looked  at  me  with those dark, knowing eyes. 

 

I  was  horrified  by  the  part  of  me  that  wanted  to survive so badly I'd consider anything. 

 

"I joined the military at eighteen," Dmitri continued. "Spetsnaz.  Best  decision  I  ever  made.  It  gave  me purpose.  Structure.  Brothers."  His  expression darkened. "Then I made a choice. A bad one. And I lost it all." 

 

"What happened?" 

 

"That's  not a story for tonight." He stood, stretched. Even  in  casual  clothes—jeans  and  a  t-shirt  that stretched  across  his  broad  chest—he  looked dangerous.  "You  should sleep. Tomorrow's going to be rough." 
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"Why?" 

 

"Because  Mikhail's  planning  something.  And  when Mikhail plans, people usually end up dead." 

 

"Comforting." 

 

"You asked for answers. I'm giving them to you." He moved  toward  the  door,  paused.  "For  what  it's worth,  I  don't  think  you're  going  to  die.  I  think you're tougher than you look." 

 

"Or more stupid." 

 

His smile was sharp. "Maybe both." 
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After  he  left,  I  sat  in  the  silence,  turning his words over in my mind. You're being tested. Was that what this was? Some kind of trial? 

 

And if so, was I passing or failing? 

 

The  next  few  days fell into a rhythm. Dmitri would guard  me  during  the  day,  occasionally  asking questions    about    Moscow—not    interrogation questions,  just...  conversation.  What  music  I  liked. What books I read. Where I'd traveled. 

 

I  realized  he  was  checking  my  story,  looking  for inconsistencies. But I didn't care. Talking was better than silence. 

 

And  I  learned  things  too.  Small  things.  Like  how Dmitri took his coffee black with three sugars. How he  had  a  scar  on  his  left forearm from a knife fight in  Chechnya.  How  he  read  military  history  in  his spare  time,  had  an  entire  shelf  of  books  about warfare and strategy. 
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"You're  not  what  I  expected,"  I  admitted  one afternoon  while  he  was  cleaning  yet  another weapon. 

 

"What did you expect?" 

 

"A monster." 

 

He looked up, something flickering in his dark eyes. "I am a monster, Natalya. You just haven't given me a reason to show you yet." 

 

"What would give you a reason?" 

 

"If  you  betrayed  us.  If  you  put  my  brothers  in danger.  If  you  made  me  choose  between  you  and them." He set down the gun. "Then you'd see exactly what kind of monster I am." 
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"Your brothers. You mean Mikhail and Anton." 

 

"They're the only family I have left. I'd kill for them. Die  for  them."  He  paused.  "And  I'd kill you if they asked me to. Without hesitation." 

 

"That's honest, at least." 

 

"I don't believe in pretty lies. Not about this." 

 

Anton  was  different.  He  came  in  the  evenings, usually around seven, always carrying something. A book. A newspaper. Once, a chess set. 

 

"Do  you  play?"  he'd  asked,  setting  it  up  on  the coffee table. 
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"A little. My father taught me." 

 

"Good. I need a challenge." 

 

We'd played three games. He'd won all three, but I'd made him work for the last one. 

 

"You're  better  than  you  think,"  he'd  said,  resetting the  board.  "You  just  second-guess  yourself  too much." 

 

"Story of my life." 

 

"Why?" 

 

I'd  looked  at  him—really  looked  at  him.  Those ice-chip  eyes  that  saw  too  much.  That  aristocratic face     that     gave     nothing     away.    "Because 
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second-guessing  keeps  you  alive.  Making  bold moves gets you killed." 

 

"Or it gets you free." 

 

"Is there a difference in this world?" 

 

He'd  smiled  then.  A  real  smile,  not  his  usual sharp-edged one. "You're starting to understand." 

 

Anton  brought  me  books  from  Mikhail's  library. Good  ones—classics,  philosophy,  poetry.  We'd discuss  them  for  hours.  Dostoevsky's  moral dilemmas.  Pushkin's  romanticism.  Solzhenitsyn's survival. 

 

I  knew  it  was  a  manipulation  tactic.  Knew  he  was keeping me engaged, keeping me from spiraling into despair.  But  I  was  so  starved  for  intellectual stimulation that I didn't care. 
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"You  studied  linguistics,"  he  said  one  evening. "Why?" 

 

"Because  language  is  power.  The  ability  to communicate across barriers, to understand different perspectives..." I shrugged. "It felt important." 

 

"And now? Do you still think it's important?" 

 

"More  than  ever.  Because  half  of  survival  is understanding  what  people  really  mean  when  they speak.  The  subtext.  The  implications."  I  met  his eyes.  "Like  how  when  you  bring  me  books,  you're not  just  being  kind.  You're  assessing  my  mental state. Making sure I don't break." 

 

"Guilty."  He  didn't  even  try  to  deny  it.  "But  that doesn't mean I don't enjoy our conversations." 
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"Is  anything  real  with  you  three?  Or  is  it  all strategy?" 

 

Anton  was  quiet  for  a long moment. "Everything is strategy. But that doesn't make it less real." 

 

Mikhail  was  the  one  I  saw  least.  He'd  appear briefly—usually  late  at  night,  after  I'd  assumed everyone  had  gone  to  bed.  He'd  stand  by  the window, drink in hand, and ask me questions. 

 

Not about the files. About consequences. 

 

"Do  you  know  what  happens  if  the  Chernovs  get their hands on that drive?" he asked one evening, his voice soft but laced with steel. 

 

"Your empire crumbles." 
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"Empires  can  be  rebuilt."  He  turned to face me, his steel-gray  eyes  reflecting  the  dim  light.  "What happens  is  worse.  People  die.  Families.  Children. The  kind  of  collateral  damage  that  keeps even men like me up at night." 

 

"You  expect me to believe you care about collateral damage?" 

 

"I expect you to understand that I care about control. When  the  Chernovs  have  information  about  our operations,  people  get  hurt.  Not  just  our people—innocent  people.  Bystanders.  Women  who look  like  you,  working  jobs  they  hate,  trying  to survive."  He  moved  closer.  "So  yes,  I  care.  Not because I'm noble, but because chaos is expensive." 

 

"I didn't ask for this responsibility." 

 

"No.  But  you  have  it  anyway."  He  set  his  glass down, cupped my chin, forcing me to meet his eyes. "The question is: what will you do with it?" 
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"What choice do I have?" 

 

"You  always  have  choices.  They  might  all  be  bad, but they're still choices." 

 

His thumb brushed my lower lip—a gesture that was becoming  familiar,  that  sent  heat  spiraling  through me  despite  everything.  I  should  pull  away.  Should maintain distance. But I didn't. 

 

"What  would  you  do?"  I  whispered.  "If  you  were me?" 

 

"I'd  stop  pretending I was just a victim. I'd own my role  in  this.  And  I'd  use  whatever  power  I  had  to survive."  His  eyes  searched  mine.  "But  you're already doing that, aren't it?" 
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Before I could answer, the world exploded. 

 

The  blast  shook  the  building,  rattling  windows, sending  books  tumbling  from  shelves.  Mikhail  had me  on  the  floor  before  I  even  processed  what  was happening,  his  body  covering  mine,  protecting  me from falling debris. 

 

Alarms  screamed.  Men  shouted.  Somewhere,  glass shattered. 

 

"Stay  down,"  Mikhail  ordered,  his  weight  pressing me into the carpet. 

 

"What was that?" 

 

"Car bomb. Street level." His voice was calm despite the chaos. "They're here." 
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Fear  flooded  my  system,  sharp  and  cold.  "The Chernovs." 

 

"Yes." 

 

Dmitri  burst  through  the  door,  gun  drawn,  his  eyes wild. "Mikhail, we need to move her. Now." 

 

"Where?" 

 

"Safe  room.  Anton's  already  there,  setting  up defenses." 

 

Mikhail pulled me to my feet. "Can you run?" 

 

I nodded, not trusting my voice. 
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"Then run." 

 

We  moved  through  the  penthouse—Dmitri  in front, Mikhail behind me, both with weapons drawn. More explosions echoed from below. Gunfire. Screaming. 

 

The  Chernovs weren't just sending a message. They were declaring war. 

 

We  reached  a  door  I'd  never noticed before, hidden behind  a  bookshelf  in  Mikhail's  office.  Dmitri opened it, revealed a steel staircase leading down. 

 

"Go," Mikhail said, pushing me toward it. 

 

"What about you?" 

 

"We'll follow. Move!" 
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I ran down the stairs, my feet slipping on the metal, my  heart  hammering  so  hard  I  thought  it  might burst. Behind me, I heard more gunfire. Closer now. 

 

The  safe  room  was  exactly what it sounded like—a windowless  concrete  box  with  reinforced  walls and a  steel  door.  Anton  was  there,  surrounded  by monitors  showing  different  angles  of  the  building. He looked up when I entered, his expression grim. 

 

"They brought an army," he said. 

 

"How many?" 

 

"At  least  thirty.  Maybe  more."  He  pulled  me  away from  the door. "Stay in the corner. Don't move until we tell you." 
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Dmitri  and  Mikhail  entered,  sealed  the door behind them.  The  heavy  locks  engaged with a sound like a coffin closing. 

 

"Status?" Mikhail demanded. 

 

"They've  taken  the  lobby.  Our  men  are  holding  the stairwells,  but  it  won't  last."  Anton's  fingers  flew over  a  keyboard.  "They're  not  trying  to  be  subtle. This is a full assault." 

 

"They  want  her  badly  enough  to  risk  this?"  Dmitri looked at me. "What the hell is on that drive?" 

 

"Everything,"  I  whispered.  "Names.  Accounts. Operations.  It's  not  just  about  you  three.  It's  about everyone.  Every  criminal  organization  in  Eastern Europe." 
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"Christ."  Dmitri  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  "This isn't a retrieval mission. It's a power play." 

 

"And we're caught in the middle," Anton finished. 

 

Another  explosion,  closer  this  time.  The  monitors flickered. 

 

Mikhail  pulled  out  his  phone,  made  a  call.  "Viktor. Yes. I need everyone. Every man you can spare. No, I  don't  care  what  they're  doing.  Get  them  here. Now."  He  hung  up,  looked  at  me.  "This  is  your fault." 

 

"I know." 

 

"If  we  survive  this,  you're  going  to  help  us  end  it. Whatever it takes." 
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"And if we don't survive?" 

 

His  smile  was  arctic.  "Then  at  least  we'll  die knowing we tried." 

 

The  lights  went  out,  plunging  us  into  darkness broken  only  by  the  glow  of  the  monitors.  On  the screens,  I  could  see  men  moving  through  the building. Too many of them. All armed. All coming for me. 

 

I'd wanted answers. Wanted to know what was going to happen. 

 

Now I knew. 

 

War was coming. And I was the reason. 
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The  only  question  left was whether I'd survive long enough to see how it ended.
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 Chapter Six 

 

She stops running 

 

The compound was a fortress disguised as a estate. 

 

We'd  driven  for  two  hours  through  frozen countryside,  the  city  lights  fading  behind  us  until there  was  nothing  but  darkness  and  snow.  I'd  sat between Dmitri and Anton in the back of an armored SUV,  watching  trees  blur  past,  trying  not  to  think about how far we were going from civilization. 

 

From  witnesses.  From  help.  From  any  chance  of escape. 

 

The  compound  appeared  suddenly—massive  iron gates  that  opened  at  our  approach,  revealing  a sprawling property surrounded by high walls topped 

 

166

with  security  cameras.  The  main  house  was  three stories  of  stone  and  steel,  all  sharp  angles  and narrow  windows.  Defensive  architecture.  Beautiful, in a brutal way. 

 

"Welcome  to  your  new  home,"  Anton  said  as  we pulled up to the entrance. 

 

"This isn't a home. It's a bunker." 

 

"Same thing these days." 

 

Inside  was  surprisingly  warm.  Modern  furniture mixed  with  antiques,  creating  a  space  that  felt lived-in  despite  the  obvious  security  measures. Guard  posts  at  every  entrance.  Reinforced  doors. Windows that were probably bulletproof. 
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I  counted  twelve  guards  just  in  the  main  hall.  All armed.  All  watching  me  with  expressions  ranging from curiosity to contempt. 

 

"Your  room  is  on  the  second  floor,"  Mikhail  said, appearing  from  somewhere  deeper  in  the  house. He'd  changed  clothes—black  tactical  pants  and  a fitted shirt that showed off his lean build. Ready for war. "East wing. Anton will show you." 

 

"And I'm allowed to just... walk around?" 

 

"Within  limits.  The  compound is twenty acres. Feel free  to  explore.  But  don't  try  to  leave."  His steel-gray  eyes  met  mine.  "The  gates  are  guarded, the  walls  are  electrified,  and  the  nearest  town  is forty  kilometers  through  wilderness.  You  wouldn't last an hour." 

 

"Noted." 
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He studied me for a moment, then nodded to Anton. "Make sure she has everything she needs." 

 

As  Anton  led  me  through  the  compound, I realized something  that  should  have  terrified  me  but somehow didn't: I'd stopped planning my escape. 

 

Not  because  I'd  given  up.  But  because  something fundamental had shifted. 

 

These  three  men—Mikhail,  Dmitri,  Anton—were the  only  thing  standing  between  me  and  the Chernovs.  Between  me  and  a  death  that  would  be slow and painful and designed to extract every scrap of information I possessed. 

 

It  was  Stockholm  Syndrome,  probably.  Some psychological  defense  mechanism  where  I'd  started identifying  with  my  captors  because  it  was  easier than acknowledging my helplessness. 

 

169

But  it  was  also  pragmatism.  Cold,  hard  survival instinct. 

 

I  needed  them  alive.  And  they  needed  me cooperative. 

 

So  I  stopped  fighting.  Stopped  looking  for  exits. Started paying attention instead. 

 

My  room  was  larger  than  my  entire  Moscow apartment  had  been.  King-sized  bed.  Private bathroom.  Windows  overlooking  snow-covered grounds.  The door had a lock, but I noticed it could be  opened  from  the  outside.  Privacy,  but  not security. 

 

"If  you  need  anything,  there's  a  phone  by the bed," Anton  said.  "Press  one  for  the  kitchen.  Two  for security. Three reaches one of us directly." 
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"Which one?" 

 

"Whoever's  closest." He moved to the door, paused. "Try to get some rest. Tomorrow we start training." 

 

"Training for what?" 

 

"Survival."  His  winter-ice  eyes  held  mine.  "The Chernovs will come again. Next time, you might not have  us  between  you  and  them.  So  you're  going  to learn to defend yourself." 

 

After he left, I stood at the window and stared at the darkness  beyond  the  glass.  Somewhere  out  there, men  were  hunting  me. Probably planning their next assault. Definitely not giving up. 

 

And  here  I  was,  in  a  fortress  built  by  criminals, dependent on the very people who'd kidnapped me. 
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The irony was suffocating. 

 

Over  the  next  few  days,  I  fell  into  a  routine. Breakfast  in  the  main  dining room—always with at least  one  of  them  present.  Then  I'd  explore  the compound, learning its layout, memorizing exits and weak points out of habit. 

 

I  learned  the  guards'  names.  Viktor,  the  head  of security—ex-military,  mid-forties,  with  a  scar bisecting  his left eyebrow. Alexei, young and eager, always  positioned  by the main gate. Yuri—different Yuri than my old boss—who worked nights and had a tendency to fall asleep at his post. 

 

I  learned  the  hierarchy  too.  Mikhail  was  king,  his word absolute. Anton was his strategist, the one who planned  operations  and managed assets. Dmitri was enforcement—the  one  who  handled  problems  that couldn't be solved with words. 
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And I was... what? The prisoner who'd graduated to something else. Not quite ally, but no longer enemy. A  chess  piece  that  had  survived  long  enough  to become valuable. 

 

I  watched  them  too.  Studied  them  the  way  they'd studied me. 

 

Mikhail ran the operation with clockwork precision. Every  morning  at  six,  he'd  be  in  his  office, reviewing reports and making calls. He never raised his voice, never showed emotion, but people moved when he spoke. His control was absolute, terrifying, and—I hated to admit it—admirable. 

 

There  was  something  magnetic  about  a  man  who commanded  that  much  power  without  needing  to prove it. 

 

I'd find myself watching him during meals, noticing the  way  he held his fork, the precise way he cut his food.  Everything  calculated.  Nothing  wasted.  Even 
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the way he looked at me felt measured—like he was constantly  recalculating  my  value,  adjusting  his strategy based on new data. 

 

It  should have made me feel like an object. Instead, it  made  me  feel...  seen.  Known  in  a  way  that  was uncomfortable and compelling. 

 

Dmitri  was  different.  He  was  chaos  contained  in muscle  and  violence  and  barely  controlled  rage. I'd see  him  in  the  gym  most  afternoons,  sparring  with guards who were all bigger and broader than him. 

 

He'd destroy them anyway. 

 

It  was  beautiful  in  a  brutal  way—the  efficiency  of his  movements,  the  way  he could read an opponent and  counter  before  they'd  finished  their  attack.  No wasted motion. Just pure, controlled violence. 
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He caught me watching one day. I'd been standing in the  doorway,  transfixed  by  the  sight  of  him  taking down  a  guard  twice  his  size  with  a  move  that  was more dance than fight. 

 

When  the  guard  tapped  out,  Dmitri  looked  up.  His dark  eyes  found  mine  across  the  room.  Sweat plastered  his  hair  to  his  forehead,  made  his  t-shirt cling  to  his  chest.  He  smirked—that  sharp, dangerous expression I was starting to recognize. 

 

"Want to learn?" he called out. 

 

I  should  have  said  no.  Should  have  walked  away. Instead, I heard myself say, "Yes." 

 

His smirk widened. "Then get in here." 

 

I  approached  the  mat  slowly,  hyper-aware  of  every guard  watching  this  interaction.  Wondering  what 
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they  thought.  Whether  they  saw  me as a threat or a distraction or just entertainment. 

 

"First  rule,"  Dmitri  said,  circling  me.  "Never approach  an  opponent  head-on.  Always  look  for angles. Weaknesses." 

 

"What if they're bigger than me? Stronger?" 

 

"Then  you're  smarter.  Faster.  More  vicious."  He moved behind me, adjusted my stance with hands on my  hips  that  felt  like  brands  even  through  my clothes. "Don't fight fair. Fight to survive." 

 

He  spent  the  next  hour  teaching  me basics. How to throw  a  punch without breaking my thumb. How to target  vulnerable  spots—eyes, throat, groin. How to use an attacker's momentum against them. 
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"You're thinking too much," he said after I'd failed to block  his  strike  for  the  third  time.  "Stop  analyzing and react." 

 

"I'm a linguist. Analysis is what I do." 

 

"Then  unlearn  it.  In  a  fight,  thinking  gets  you killed."  He  grabbed  my  wrist,  pulled  me  close.  His breath  was  warm  against  my  ear.  "Feel  instead. What's your body telling you?" 

 

That  I  was  uncomfortably  aware  of  how  close  we were. Of the heat radiating from his skin. Of the way my pulse had kicked up in a way that had nothing to do with fear. 

 

"That I'm going to get hurt," I managed. 

 

"Good. That's your survival instinct. Listen to it." He released me, stepped back. "Again." 
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By  the end of the session, I was bruised, exhausted, and  something  resembling  capable.  Not  good—not even close—but better than I'd been. 

 

"You'll  train  every  day,"  Dmitri  said,  tossing  me  a towel. "Two hours. No exceptions." 

 

"Why are you doing this?" 

 

"Because  Mikhail  wants  you  alive.  And  I  follow orders."  But  there  was  something  else  in  his  eyes. Something  that  looked  almost  like  respect.  "Also because  I  don't  want  your  death  on  my conscience. I've got enough ghosts." 

 

Anton  was  the  enigma.  While  Mikhail  calculated and Dmitri fought, Anton simply... observed. 
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He'd  appear  with  tea  in  the  evenings—always  Earl Grey,  always  the  exact  temperature  I  preferred though  I'd  never  told  him.  We'd  sit  in  the  library, sometimes  talking,  sometimes  just  existing  in comfortable silence. 

 

He brought me books. Not from Mikhail's collection this  time,  but  ones  he'd ordered specifically for me. Linguistics  texts.  Poetry  in  languages  I'd  studied. Once,  a  first  edition  of  Anna  Karenina  that  must have cost thousands. 

 

"Why?"  I  asked,  holding  the  precious  volume carefully. 

 

"Because  you  need  something  that's  yours. Something  that  isn't  tainted  by  this  life." He sipped his  own  tea,  watching  me  over  the  rim.  "Also because I like seeing you happy." 

 

"You  don't  know  me  well  enough  to  know  what makes me happy." 
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"Don't  I?"  His  smile  was  slight.  "You're  happiest when  you're  learning.  When  you're  engaging  with something  intellectually  challenging.  When  you forget, for just a moment, that you're afraid." 

 

He was right. I hated that he was right. 

 

"You're profiling me again." 

 

"Always. But that doesn't make it less true." 

 

We'd  talk  for  hours.  About  books,  philosophy,  the nature  of  morality  in  a  world  without  rules.  Anton had  studied  at  Oxford,  I  learned—international relations,  though  he'd  obviously  chosen  a  different career path. 
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"Why this life?" I asked one night. "You could have been anything." 

 

"I am being what I want to be." 

 

"A criminal?" 

 

"A  king."  He  set  down  his  cup.  "Legal  or illegal—these are just labels society uses to maintain control.  Real  power  comes  from  understanding  the rules well enough to know which ones matter." 

 

"And which ones matter?" 

 

"Loyalty.  Strength.  The  ability  to  protect  what's yours." His ice-chip eyes met mine. "Everything else is negotiable." 
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One  night,  a  week  into  our  stay  at  the  compound, Mikhail summoned me to his study. 

 

The room was all dark wood and leather, smelling of tobacco  and  old  books.  He  sat  behind an enormous desk,  backlit  by  a  fire  crackling  in  the  fireplace. Dramatic, probably deliberately so. 

 

"Sit,"  he  said,  gesturing  to  the  chair  across  from him. 

 

I sat. Waited. I'd learned that Mikhail spoke when he was ready, not when prompted. 

 

"The  Chernovs  made  an  offer,"  he  finally  said. "Three  times  your  bounty.  Fifteen  million  rubles  if we turn you over." 

 

My  heart  stopped.  My  hands  gripped  the  armrests hard enough that my knuckles went white. "And?" 
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"I declined." 

 

The  breath  I'd  been  holding  escaped  in  a  rush. "Why?" 

 

He  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  fingers  steepled  under his  chin.  Studying  me  with  that  calculating  gaze. "Because  you're  worth  more  alive  and  cooperative than dead and meaningless. Simple economics." 

 

"So I'm just a number to you. An asset." 

 

"Everything  is  numbers  eventually.  People, relationships,  loyalty—all  quantifiable  if  you  know how  to  measure."  He  poured  two  glasses  of vodka, pushed  one  toward  me.  "But  that  doesn't  mean  the numbers are simple." 
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I took the glass, downed it in one swallow. It burned, but  I  needed the burn. Needed something to ground me in reality. "What do you mean?" 

 

"I  mean  that  your  value  extends  beyond  the information  you  possess.  You've  become..."  He paused,  seeming  to  choose  his  words  carefully. "Integrated.  The  men  respect  you.  Anton  finds  you intellectually  stimulating.  Dmitri  thinks  you  have potential." Another pause. "And I find you useful in ways I didn't anticipate." 

 

"What ways?" 

 

"You  see  patterns.  Make  connections.  Your linguistic training gives you an analytical framework that's  different  from  ours."  He  sipped  his  vodka. "Plus,  you're  not  afraid  to  challenge  me.  Most people are too terrified to be honest." 

 

"I'm  terrified.  I'm  just  also  tired  of  pretending otherwise." 
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His lips curved—not quite a smile. "Yes. That's what I mean." 

 

We  sat  in  silence  for  a  moment,  the  fire  crackling, the vodka warm in my stomach. 

 

"The Chernovs won't stop," Mikhail said eventually. "They  can't.  You  represent too much of a threat. So this  ends  one  of  two ways: Either we destroy them, or they destroy us." 

 

"And me?" 

 

"If we win, you live. If we lose..." He didn't need to finish that sentence. 

 

"So my survival depends on yours." 
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"Yes." 

 

"Then I guess I'd better help you win." 

 

Something  flickered  in  his  gray  eyes.  Surprise, maybe. Or approval. "You've stopped running." 

 

It wasn't a question, but I answered anyway. "Yes." 

 

"Why?" 

 

"Because running didn't work. Because hiding didn't work.  Because  the  only  way  out  is  through."  I  met his gaze. "And because—God help me—I'm starting to  understand  this  world.  Your  rules.  What  matters here." 
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"And what matters?" 

 

"Power.  Loyalty.  Survival."  I  paused.  "And  making sure  the  people  who protect you know you're worth protecting." 

 

His  smile  was  genuine  this  time.  Still  sharp,  still dangerous, but real. "You're learning." 

 

The  next  morning,  I  found  Dmitri  in  the  gym  at dawn.  He  was  alone,  attacking  a  heavy  bag  with focused intensity. 

 

"Teach me more," I said from the doorway. 

 

He  stopped mid-punch, turned. His dark eyes swept over me—assessing, calculating. "It's barely six." 

 

187

"I know. Teach me anyway." 

 

He studied me for a long moment, then nodded. "All right. But we do this seriously. No half measures." 

 

"I don't want half measures. I want to survive." 

 

"Then  you're  going  to  need  this."  He  gestured  me forward.  "Because  one  way  or  another,  this ends in blood.  And  when  it  does,  I  want  you  capable  of defending yourself." 

 

"Even if it's against you?" 

 

His smile was sharp. "Especially then." 

 

As  he  began  teaching  me—really  teaching  me,  not holding  back,  pushing  me  until  my  muscles 
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screamed—I  realized  something  that  should  have terrified me. 

 

I  trusted  these  men.  Mikhail,  Dmitri,  Anton.  Not because they were good—they weren't. Not because they were safe—they definitely weren't. 

 

But because in this moment, in this place, they were all I had. 

 

And  maybe—just  maybe—I  was  becoming something to them too. 

 

Not a prisoner. Not an asset. 

 

Something more dangerous. 

 

Something that might actually survive.
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 Chapter Seven 

 

She becomes dangerous 

 

The bruises became a map of my transformation. 

 

Purple-black  on  my  ribs  where  Dmitri's  elbow  had connected.  Yellow-green  on  my  thighs  from  hitting the mat wrong. A particularly spectacular one on my left  shoulder  blade  that  looked  like  a  sunset—all oranges and purples bleeding into each other. 

 

I  studied  them  in  the  mirror  each  morning, cataloging  the  damage.  Proof  that  I  was  learning. That I was becoming something other than a victim. 

 

Two  weeks  of  training.  Two  weeks  of  Dmitri pushing  me  harder  than  I'd  ever  been  pushed.  No 
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mercy. No coddling. Just brutal, efficient instruction in how to hurt people before they hurt you. 

 

"Again,"  he  barked  as  I  picked  myself  up  from  the mat  for  what  felt  like  the  hundredth  time  that morning. 

 

My  lungs  burned.  My  muscles  screamed.  Sweat plastered  my  hair  to  my  face,  stung  my  eyes. But I got up. I always got up. 

 

"You  fight  like  you're  apologizing  for  taking  up space,"  Dmitri  said,  circling  me  with  predatory grace. His t-shirt was soaked through, clinging to the muscles  of  his  chest  and  arms.  "Like  you're  asking permission to exist. Stop." 

 

"I'm not—" 

 

191

He  swept  my  legs  out  from  under me. I hit the mat hard, the air leaving my lungs in a rush. 

 

"You  are.  Every  move,  every  strike—you  hesitate. You  pull  back."  He  crouched  beside  me,  his  dark eyes boring into mine. "Why?" 

 

Because  hitting  people  went  against  everything  I'd been  taught.  Because  violence  felt  wrong,  even  in self-defense. Because some part of me still believed that  if  I  was  just  small  enough,  quiet  enough, apologetic enough, I'd be safe. 

 

But  I'd  learned  that  lesson,  hadn't  I?  Being  small didn't keep you safe. It just made you easier to hurt. 

 

"I don't know," I said instead. 

 

"Liar." He stood, offered his hand. "Get up. And this time, when you swing at me, mean it." 
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I  took  his  hand,  let  him  pull  me  up.  Our  fingers lingered  a  moment  longer  than  necessary,  his calloused  palm  rough  against  mine.  Heat  radiated from  where  we  touched,  spreading  up  my  arm  like wildfire. 

 

I jerked away, took my stance. Focused. 

 

When  he  came  at  me,  I  didn't  think.  Just  reacted. Ducked  under  his  guard,  drove  my  elbow  into  his ribs,  followed  up  with  a  knee  toward  his  groin that he barely blocked. 

 

He  caught  my  leg,  but  instead  of  throwing  me,  he grinned. "There she is." 

 

"Who?" 
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"The woman who's done being a victim." 

 

He  released  me,  stepped  back.  "Again.  Faster  this time." 

 

We  sparred  for  another  hour.  By  the  end,  I'd managed to land three solid hits—not enough to hurt him  seriously,  but  enough  that  he'd  have  bruises tomorrow to match mine. 

 

The thought was strangely satisfying. 

 

"Better,"  he  said,  tossing  me  a  towel.  "You're  still pulling punches, but you're getting there." 

 

I  wiped  sweat  from  my  face,  tried  to  catch  my breath. "How long until I'm actually good at this?" 
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"Depends.  How  long  until  you  stop  caring  whether you hurt me?" 

 

The  question  landed  like  a  punch.  Because  he  was right—I  was  still  holding  back.  Still  afraid  of causing  real  damage.  Still  bound  by  rules  that  no longer applied. 

 

"I  don't  want  to  be  the  kind  of  person  who  hurts people without hesitation," I admitted. 

 

"Then  you'll  die."  He  moved  closer,  crowding  my space. "This world doesn't reward mercy, Natalya. It rewards  strength.  Decisiveness.  The  willingness  to do what needs to be done." 

 

"Like you?" 

 

"Like  me."  His  hand  came  up,  cupped  my jaw. His thumb traced the bruise on my cheekbone—one he'd 

 

195

given  me  yesterday  when  I'd  failed  to  block properly.  "I've  done  terrible  things.  Killed  people who  probably  didn't  deserve  it.  Hurt  innocents because they were in the way. And I'll do it again if it keeps my brothers alive." 

 

"That doesn't make it right." 

 

"No.  But  it  makes  me  a  survivor."  His  dark  eyes searched  mine.  "What  do  you  want  to  be, Natalya? The  girl  who  dies  clean,  or  the  woman  who  lives dirty?" 

 

Before  I  could  answer,  the  gym  door  opened. Mikhail stood in the doorway, immaculate as always in a charcoal suit despite the early hour. 

 

"Dmitri. A word." His steel-gray eyes flicked to me. "You too, Natalya. Clean up first." 
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Twenty  minutes  later,  I  was  in  Mikhail's  study, showered  and  dressed  in  clothes  that  actually fit—Anton  had  ordered  an  entire  wardrobe  for  me, everything  in  my  size,  everything  tasteful  and expensive. Another small way they were making me dependent. Making me comfortable. 

 

Making me theirs. 

 

Mikhail  sat  behind  his  desk,  Anton  standing by the window,  Dmitri  leaning  against  the  wall.  The  three of them together always felt like facing a tribunal. 

 

"The  Chernovs  want  to  negotiate,"  Mikhail  said without preamble. 

 

My stomach dropped. "Negotiate what?" 

 

"Terms.  They're  willing  to  discuss  a  truce  in exchange  for  access  to  certain  information  on  the 
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drive."  He  pulled  up  a  document  on  his  laptop, turned it to face me. "This is their offer." 

 

I  scanned  the  text.  Legal  jargon  wrapped  around  a simple  proposal:  They'd  stop  hunting  me  if  I  gave them  specific  files  relating  to  their  rivals.  In exchange,  they'd  provide  intelligence  on  other threats to Mikhail's organization. 

 

"It's a trap," I said. 

 

"Obviously."  Mikhail  leaned  back in his chair. "But it's also an opportunity." 

 

"For what?" 

 

"To  see  their  hand.  To  understand  their  hierarchy, their  decision-makers,  their  weaknesses."  His  eyes met  mine.  "And  to  show  them that you're alive and under our protection." 
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"So I'm bait." 

 

"Yes." 

 

At least he was honest about it. 

 

"What happens if they try to take me?" I asked. 

 

"They  won't  get  the  chance."  Dmitri's  voice  was hard.  "We'll  have  twenty  men  in  the  building, another  ten  outside.  You'll  be  covered  the  entire time." 

 

"And if something goes wrong?" 
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"Then we kill everyone and extract you," Anton said calmly,  as  if  discussing  weather  instead  of  mass murder. "But it won't come to that." 

 

"How can you be sure?" 

 

"Because  they  want  the information more than they want revenge. And they know that if they breach the truce,  we'll  burn  their  entire  organization  to  the ground."    Mikhail's    expression    was    arctic. "Self-preservation is a powerful motivator." 

 

I  looked  between  the  three  of  them.  Saw  the calculation  in  Mikhail's  eyes,  the  barely  contained violence  in Dmitri's posture, the quiet confidence in Anton's stance. 

 

They'd  already  decided.  This  was  just  them informing me. 
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"When?" I asked. 

 

"Tomorrow  night.  Neutral  location—a  hotel  in  the city  center.  Public  enough  that  open  violence  is unlikely." 

 

"And what do I do?" 

 

Anton  moved  away  from  the  window,  pulled  up  a chair  beside  me.  "You  play  a  part.  Scared, compliant,  broken.  Let  them  think  we've  crushed your spirit. That you're cooperating out of fear." 

 

"Won't they see through it?" 

 

"Probably."  His  winter-ice  eyes  held  mine.  "But they'll want to believe it. People see what they want to  see.  Give  them  a  broken  girl,  and  they'll assume you're not a threat." 
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"But I am a threat?" 

 

"You're  becoming  one."  He  pulled  out  a  tablet, started  showing  me photos. "This is Pavel Chernov. Second-in-command.  Runs  their  operations in Saint Petersburg. He'll be there." 

 

"And  him?"  I  pointed  to  a  younger  man  in  another photo.  Handsome  in  a  cruel,  aristocratic  way.  Dark hair,  sharp  features,  eyes  that  looked  dead  even  in the photograph. 

 

"Alexei  Chernov.  Youngest  son.  Being  groomed  to take over." Anton's voice was neutral, but something flickered  in  his  expression.  "He's  dangerous.  Not because  he's  smart—he's  not.  But  because  he's unpredictable. Sadistic. He enjoys causing pain." 

 

"Great. Can't wait to meet him." 
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Dmitri  pushed  off  the  wall.  "He'll  try  to  intimidate you.  Get  in your space, make threats. Don't engage. Stay passive. Let us handle him." 

 

"And if he touches me?" 

 

"Then  I  remove  his  hand  from  his  body."  Dmitri's voice  was  casual,  but  his  eyes  were  dead  serious. "But it won't come to that. He knows the rules." 

 

We spent the next hour going over the plan. What I'd say,  how  I'd  act, what information I'd reveal. It was all choreographed, rehearsed, designed to give them exactly  what  they  wanted  while  hiding  what  we didn't want them to know. 

 

I  was  an  actress  learning lines for a play that might cost me my life. 
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That  night,  Anton  found  me  on  the  terrace.  I'd needed air, space, somewhere to process the fact that tomorrow  I'd  be  face-to-face  with  people  who wanted me dead. 

 

"Can't sleep?" he asked, stepping out into the cold. 

 

"Can you?" 

 

"Never could. Not really." He moved to stand beside me  at  the  railing,  both  of  us  staring  at  the  dark grounds below. "Insomnia is an occupational hazard in this life." 

 

"Along with paranoia and moral corruption?" 

 

"Those too." 
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We were quiet for a moment. The silence between us had  become  comfortable  over  the  past  weeks.  I'd learned  that  Anton  didn't  need to fill every moment with words. 

 

"They'll  want  to  break  you,"  he  said  eventually. "Tomorrow. The Chernovs. They'll see you and want to  prove  they  can  destroy  what  we've  built.  What you're becoming." 

 

"What am I becoming?" 

 

"Someone who fights back. Someone who refuses to be  a  victim."  He  turned  to face me. "Don't let them see  that.  Don't  let  them  see  that  you're  already broken. And don't let them see that you're healing." 

 

I frowned. "I don't understand. Aren't those the same thing?" 
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"No." His hand came up, traced the fading bruise on my  cheek—the  one  from Dmitri's training. "Broken is  shattered.  Pieces  that  can't  be  put  back  together. Healing is acknowledging the cracks and learning to be strong anyway. The Chernovs need to see broken. We need to know you're healing." 

 

"Why  does  it  matter  to  you?  Any  of  you?  I'm  just leverage." 

 

"Is that what you think?" 

 

"Isn't it?" 

 

Anton  was  quiet  for  a  long  moment.  Then:  "You were.  When  this  started.  But  things  change.  People change.  You've  stopped  being  cargo  and  started being..."  He  trailed  off,  seeming  to  search  for  the right word. 
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"What?" 

 

"Someone  worth  protecting  for  reasons  that  have nothing to do with strategy." 

 

The  words  hung  in  the  cold air between us. I didn't know  what  to  do  with  them,  how  to  process  the implication. 

 

"I  should  go,"  I  said.  "Get  some  sleep  before tomorrow." 

 

"Natalya."  He  caught  my wrist as I turned. His grip was  gentle,  but  firm  enough  to stop me. "Whatever happens  tomorrow,  remember:  You're ours. And we protect what's ours." 

 

The next evening, I stood in front of a mirror, barely recognizing myself. 
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They'd dressed me carefully. Simple black dress, no jewelry,  minimal  makeup.  Hair  pulled  back  in  a severe bun. I looked small, fragile, defeated. Exactly what they wanted the Chernovs to see. 

 

But  underneath,  I  wore  the  knowledge  Dmitri  had drilled  into  me.  The  awareness  Anton  had  taught me.  The  cold  calculation  I'd  learned  from watching Mikhail. 

 

I was a weapon disguised as a victim. 

 

The     hotel      was      exactly      what      I'd expected—expensive,  neutral,  the  kind  of  place where criminal negotiations happened behind closed doors.  We  were  shown  to  a  private  dining  room, guards positioned at every entrance. 

 

The Chernovs were already there. 
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Pavel  Chernov  sat  at  the  head  of  the table—mid-fifties, gray-haired, with the kind of face that  had  seen  everything  and  been  impressed  by nothing.  He  stood  when  we  entered,  nodded  to Mikhail with professional courtesy. 

 

"Volkov." 

 

"Chernov." 

 

And  then  I  saw  him.  Alexei  Chernov.  Standing  by the  window,  watching  our  entrance  with  eyes  that made my skin crawl. 

 

He  was  younger  than  I'd  expected—maybe twenty-five,  twenty-six.  Beautiful  in  a  way  that made  you  think  of  fallen  angels and poisoned fruit. Dark  hair  styled  with  gel,  expensive  suit  that probably cost more than my old life, and a smile that promised pain. 
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"So  this  is  her,"  he  said,  moving  toward  me.  "The little bird who caused so much trouble." 

 

Dmitri shifted closer to me, a warning in his posture. But Mikhail held up a hand, stopping him. 

 

Alexei  circled  me  slowly,  invading  my  space, studying  me  like  I  was  a  particularly  interesting specimen.  I  kept  my  eyes  down,  played  my  part. Scared. Compliant. Broken. 

 

"She  doesn't  look  like  much,"  Alexei  observed.  "I expected... more." 

 

"Appearances deceive," Mikhail said coolly. 

 

"Do  they?"  Alexei  stopped  in  front  of  me,  fingers gripping  my  chin,  forcing  me  to  look  up.  His  eyes 
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were  gray-green,  flat and dead. "Tell me, kotyonok. Are they treating you well?" 

 

The  diminutive—little  kitten—was  meant  to  be condescending.  Demeaning.  I  swallowed  my  anger, let my voice shake when I spoke. "Yes." 

 

"Liar."  He  released  me  with  a  small  shove.  "I  can smell  the  fear  on  you.  The  desperation.  They're using you, you know. And when they're done, they'll discard you like trash." 

 

"Enough,"  Pavel  said  from the table. "We're here to negotiate, not play games." 

 

Alexei smiled, but moved back. "Of course, Father." 

 

The  negotiations  lasted  an  hour.  Terms  were discussed,  modified,  argued  over.  I  sat  silently, watching, learning. 
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And  I  saw  it.  The  moment  Mikhail  challenged Pavel's  authority,  I  saw  Alexei's  hand  tremble. Saw the  flash  of  insecurity  in  his  eyes.  Saw  the  way  he looked to his father for approval and didn't get it. 

 

He was dangerous, yes. But he was also desperate to prove himself. To be seen as worthy of his position. 

 

That was a weakness. A crack we could exploit. 

 

The  meeting  ended  without  violence.  Agreements were made—tentative, temporary, but enough to buy time. 

 

As  we  left,  Alexei  called  after  me:  "Enjoy  their protection  while  it  lasts,  kotyonok.  When  it  ends, you're mine." 
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In  the  car,  I  couldn't  stop  shaking.  Adrenaline crashed  through  my  system,  making  my  hands tremble, my breath come too fast. 

 

Dmitri  noticed. He always noticed. "He won't touch you." 

 

"You can't promise that." My voice was shaking too. "You can't control everything." 

 

"I  can."  His  hand  covered  mine,  warm  and  solid. "And  I  am.  He  won't  touch  you  because if he tries, I'll  kill  him.  And his father. And everyone he's ever loved.  I'll  burn  his  entire  bloodline  to  ash.  Do  you understand?" 

 

The  certainty  in  his  voice,  the  absolute  conviction, should  have  terrified  me.  Instead,  it  made  me  feel safer than I had in months. 
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"I understand," I whispered. 

 

Back at the compound, Mikhail summoned me to his study.  I  went,  still  wearing  that  black  dress,  still feeling Alexei's fingers on my chin like a brand. 

 

"What  did  you  observe?"  Mikhail  asked  without preamble. 

 

I  told  him.  About  Alexei's  trembling  hand.  About the  way  he  sought  approval.  About  the  tension between him and Pavel. 

 

"He's  insecure,"  I  finished.  "Desperate  to  prove himself. Which makes him reckless." 

 

"And recklessness is?" 
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"A weakness we can exploit." 

 

Something  that  might  have  been  respect  flickered across  Mikhail's  face.  "You're  smarter  than  I  gave you credit for." 

 

"Is that a compliment or a threat?" 

 

"Both." He stood, moved around the desk. "You did well  tonight.  Played  your  part perfectly. They think you're broken." 

 

"I am broken." 

 

"No."  His  hand  came  up,  cupped my face the same way  Alexei's  had,  but  different.  Possessive  instead of demeaning. "You're scarred. There's a difference." 
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His  thumb  brushed  my  lower  lip.  I  should  have pulled away. Should have maintained distance. But I didn't.  I  leaned  into  his  touch,  craving  the  warmth, the  certainty,  the  sense  that  someone  saw  me  as more than a victim. 

 

"Mikhail," I breathed. 

 

"Dangerous,"  he  murmured.  "You're  becoming dangerous,  little  bird.  And  I'm  not  sure  if  that's the best thing that could happen or the worst." 

 

"For whom?" 

 

"For all of us." 

 

He  pulled  me  closer,  until  we  were  sharing  breath, until  I  could  see  the  gold  flecks  in  his  gray  eyes. Until the world narrowed to just us. 
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Then he released me, stepped back. 

 

"Get  some  rest.  Tomorrow  we  plan  how  to  destroy them." 

 

As  I  left  his  study,  I  realized  something  that  both thrilled and terrified me: 

 

I was done being hunted. 

 

Now I was learning to hunt back.
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 Chapter Eight 

 

Lines blur 

 

The  shift happened so gradually I didn't notice until it was complete. 

 

One  day  I  was  a  prisoner  counting  exits  and planning  escape  routes.  The  next,  I  was  sitting  in Mikhail's  war  room,  studying  maps  of  Saint Petersburg's criminal territories, offering insights on communication  patterns  I'd  noticed  in  the intercepted Chernov messages. 

 

"Their  courier  system  uses  linguistic  markers,"  I said,  pointing  to  a  series  of  emails  we'd  decoded. "See  how  certain  phrases  repeat?  'The  shipment arrives  Thursday' always means an actual shipment. But  'merchandise  on  Thursday'  means  a  meeting. They're  using  semantic  categories  to  encode information." 
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Anton  looked  up  from  his  own  analysis, something like approval in his winter-ice eyes. "Can you break down the entire system?" 

 

"Give me a week." 

 

"You have three days," Mikhail said, not looking up from  his  laptop.  "The  Chernovs  are  planning something. I can feel it." 

 

I  should  have  been  offended  by  the  tight  deadline. Instead,  I felt energized. Useful. Like I mattered for reasons beyond my value as leverage. 

 

This  was  survival,  I  told  myself.  Making  myself indispensable. Ensuring they needed me alive. 

 

But that was a lie, and I knew it. 

 

The  truth  was  messier.  More  complicated.  More dangerous. 
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I was starting to care. 

 

The  compound  had  stopped  feeling  like a prison. It felt  like...  not  home,  exactly.  But  sanctuary.  A fortress where I was protected, valued, seen. 

 

And the three men who'd kidnapped me had stopped feeling like captors. 

 

They'd become something else entirely. 

 

I  learned  things  about  them.  Small,  human  details that didn't fit the image of ruthless criminals. 

 

Mikhail  worked  eighteen-hour  days,  surviving  on black  tea and sheer force of will. I'd find him in his study at three in the morning, still reviewing reports, planning  operations,  managing  an  empire  that sprawled across half of Europe. 
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"You  should  sleep,"  I  told  him  one  night,  bringing him  fresh  tea  because the cup on his desk had gone cold hours ago. 

 

"Sleep is a luxury I can't afford." 

 

"Sleep is a necessity. You'll make mistakes if you're exhausted." 

 

He  looked  up  then,  steel-gray  eyes  meeting  mine. "Are you worried about me, little bird?" 

 

"I'm  worried  about  surviving.  Which  requires  you making good decisions." 

 

"Liar." But he took the tea, his fingers brushing mine as  he  accepted  the  cup.  The  touch  lingered  a moment too long. Neither of us pulled away. 

 

I'd  learned  he  drank  tea  instead  of  vodka.  That  his father  had  been  an  alcoholic  who'd  beaten  his mother  until  she'd  finally  overdosed  on  pills just to 
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escape. That Mikhail had sworn at thirteen years old to  never  touch  alcohol  except  in  professional contexts. 

 

That  control  wasn't  just  his  nature—it  was  his survival mechanism. 

 

Dmitri  was  different.  All  barely  contained  violence and dark humor and surprising tenderness. 

 

I'd  seen  him  in  the security office one night, wiring money  through  an  encrypted  account.  When  I'd asked  about  it,  he'd  shrugged.  "My  sister.  She's got three  kids,  and  her  husband's  a  piece  of  shit  who can't hold a job." 

 

"I thought your family disowned you." 

 

"They  did.  Doesn't  mean  I  stopped  caring."  He'd closed  the  laptop,  his  expression  closed  off.  "Not that  it  matters.  She  doesn't  know  where  the  money comes  from.  Probably  thinks  it's  her  worthless husband finally doing something right." 
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"You could tell her. Let her know you're still there." 

 

"And say what? 'Hey, sis, remember your brother the soldier?  Turns  out I'm now a criminal enforcer who kills  people  for  a  living.  Want to grab coffee?'" His laugh was bitter. "She's better off thinking I'm dead." 

 

But  he  still  sent  money.  Every  month. Making sure his nieces and nephew had food, clothes, a chance at a normal life he'd never have. 

 

Anton was the enigma I slowly unraveled. 

 

He'd  disappear  for  hours  to  the  workshop—a converted  garage  where  he  built  furniture  with  his hands.  Beautiful  pieces,  all  clean  lines  and  perfect joinery. A stark contrast to the violence and chaos of his daily life. 

 

"I  learned  in  prison,"  he  told  me  when  I'd  finally asked. "Two years in a cell gives you a lot of time to think. Building things... it kept me sane." 
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"What were you in for?" 

 

"Manslaughter.  I  killed  a  man  who  was  trafficking children."  His  ice-chip  eyes  met  mine.  "I'd  do  it again. Without hesitation." 

 

"That's not manslaughter. That's justice." 

 

"The  law  disagrees.  But  Mikhail  got  me  out,  gave me purpose. Gave me family." He ran his hand over the  table  he  was  sanding.  "This  life isn't noble. But it's mine." 

 

He  read  poetry  in  four  languages.  Could  quote Pushkin  and  Brodsky  and  Yeats  from  memory. Would  sit  with  me  in  the  library,  reading  aloud  in Russian,  his  cultured  voice  turning  the  words  into music. 

 

I should have been analyzing them clinically. Noting their  weaknesses, their patterns, their vulnerabilities to exploit. 
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Instead,  I  was  feeling  things  I  had  no  business feeling. 

 

Attraction.  Desire.  Something  that  felt  dangerously close to trust. 

 

It  was  wrong.  Stockholm Syndrome, textbook case. My therapist—if I ever survived long enough to see one—would have a field day. 

 

But knowing it was wrong didn't make it less real. 

 

Mikhail's  control  called  to  something  deep  in  me that craved stability. After months of chaos and fear, his  absolute  certainty  was  intoxicating.  When  he made  a  decision, the world bent to accommodate it. When he said I was safe, I believed him. 

 

And when he looked at me during meetings, his gray eyes holding mine just a moment too long, I felt heat coil low in my belly that had nothing to do with fear. 
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Dmitri's  violence  should  have  terrified  me.  But instead,  it  made  me  feel  protected.  Safe.  Like nothing  could  touch  me  with  him  standing  guard. His  barely  controlled  rage  was  a  weapon  aimed  at anyone who threatened what he considered his. 

 

And increasingly, I was his. I could see it in the way he positioned himself between me and doors. In how his  eyes  tracked  my  movements  across  a  room.  In the  way  his  hands  would  clench  when other guards looked at me too long. 

 

When  he  pinned  me  during  training,  his  body pressing  mine  into  the  mat,  his  face  inches  from mine,  I  stopped  wanting  him  to  move.  Started wanting  him  to  stay.  To  see  what  would  happen  if this tension between us finally snapped. 

 

Anton's  quiet  attention  was  the  most  dangerous  of all.  Because  it  felt  genuine.  Real.  When  he  asked about my day, he actually listened. When he brought me  books,  he'd  chosen  them  specifically  for  me, knowing what I'd love before I knew myself. 
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When  he  read  to  me  in  Russian,  his  voice  low  and intimate  in  the  quiet  library,  I'd  close  my  eyes  and pretend  this  was  normal.  That  we  were  normal people in a normal relationship doing normal things. 

 

The pretense was a lie, but God, it felt good. 

 

The  tension  had  been  building  for  weeks.  An electrical  current  running  beneath every interaction, every glance, every accidental touch. 

 

It finally snapped on a Tuesday. 

 

Dmitri  and  I  were  sparring—our  usual  afternoon routine.  But  something  was  different  today.  More intense. More charged. 

 

He  moved  faster,  hit  harder.  Testing  me.  Pushing me. 

 

I pushed back. 
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When  he  swept  my  legs,  I  rolled  with  the momentum,  came  up  swinging.  Caught  him  off guard with an elbow to his ribs that made him grunt. 

 

"Good," he said, breathing hard. "Again." 

 

We  circled  each  other.  Sweat  plastered my tank top to  my  skin,  made  my  hair  cling  to  my  neck.  His t-shirt was soaked through, defining every muscle of his chest and abdomen. 

 

He feinted left. I bought it, moved to block. He came in  from  the  right  instead,  grabbing  my  wrist  and spinning  me  around  until  my  back  was  pressed against his chest, his arm wrapped around my waist. 

 

"Dead,"  he  murmured  in  my  ear.  "I  just put a knife in your kidney." 

 

I  could  feel  his  heart  pounding  against  my  back. Feel the heat radiating from his skin. Feel something hard  pressing  against  me  that  definitely  wasn't  a knife. 
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"What if I did this?" I drove my elbow back into his solar plexus—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to make him release me. 

 

I spun, my hand coming up to his throat in the move he'd taught me for close-quarters combat. 

 

We  froze.  His  pulse hammered under my palm. My own  heart  raced.  We  were  inches  apart,  both breathing  hard,  both  aware  of  exactly  how  this looked. 

 

How it felt. 

 

"Good  counter,"  he  managed, his voice rough. "But I'd  have  caught  your  arm."  His  hand  came  up, wrapped around my wrist. Not pulling me away. Just holding. 

 

"Would you?" 
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"Want to find out?" 

 

The  question  hung  between  us, laden with meaning that had nothing to do with fighting. 

 

I  should  have  stepped back. Should have laughed it off,  maintained  professional  distance.  Should  have remembered  that  this  was  my  captor,  my  guard,  a man who killed without hesitation. 

 

Instead, I kissed him. 

 

Rose  on  my  toes,  closed  the  distance  between  us, pressed my lips to his. 

 

For  one  heart-stopping  moment,  he  froze.  Utterly still. Shocked. 

 

Then he kissed back. 
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Hard.  Demanding.  Possessive.  His  hand  tangled  in my hair, tilting my head back to deepen the kiss. His other  arm  wrapped  around  my  waist,  pulling  me flush against him. 

 

I  gasped  against  his  mouth,  and  he  took  the opportunity  to  deepen  the  kiss  further,  his  tongue sliding  against  mine  in  a  way  that  made  my  knees weak. 

 

This  wasn't  gentle.  Wasn't  tender.  It  was  raw  and desperate  and  tasted  like  violence  and  salvation mixed together. 

 

When  we  finally  broke  apart,  we  were  both breathing hard. 

 

"Fuck,"  Dmitri  said,  his  forehead  pressed  against mine. "This is a mistake." 

 

"Probably." 
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"Mikhail will kill me." 

 

"So will I if you tell him." 

 

He  laughed—sharp  and  surprised  and  a  little  wild. "You're insane." 

 

"Maybe. But so are you." 

 

"True."  His  hand  cupped  my  face,  thumb  stroking my cheekbone. "What are we doing, Natalya?" 

 

"I don't know." 

 

"This  can't  happen.  There  are  rules.  Lines  we  don't cross." 

 

"Then don't cross them." 
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But  even  as  I  said it, I was pulling him back down, kissing  him  again.  He groaned against my mouth, a sound of surrender and hunger mixed together. 

 

We  ended  up  against  the  wall,  his  body  pinning mine, his hands everywhere—my hair, my waist, my thighs. I wrapped my leg around his hip, pulling him closer,  desperate  for  more  contact,  more  pressure, more  of  this  feeling  that  was  drowning  out  every rational thought. 

 

"Stop,"  he  gasped  against  my  mouth.  "We  need  to stop." 

 

"Why?" 

 

"Because if we don't stop now, I won't be able to." 

 

The  raw  honesty  in  his  voice  penetrated  the  fog  of desire.  I  loosened  my  grip,  let  him  step  back. Immediately missed his warmth. 
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We stared at each other, both disheveled, both trying to process what just happened. 

 

"This  doesn't change anything," Dmitri said, but his voice lacked conviction. 

 

"Doesn't it?" 

 

"It  can't.  You're...  you're  leverage.  A  job. I can't—" He  ran  his  hands  through  his  hair,  looking lost in a way I'd never seen. "I can't feel this way about you." 

 

"What way?" 

 

"Like  I'd  burn  the  whole  world  down  to  keep  you safe." His dark eyes met mine, vulnerable and fierce all  at  once.  "Like  you're  mine  to  protect  instead  of Mikhail's asset to manage." 

 

"I'm not anyone's anything." 
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"Aren't  you?" He moved closer again, crowding my space.  "You've  been ours since the moment you got in that car. You just didn't know it yet." 

 

"That's not—" 

 

"Tell  me  you  don't  feel  it.  Tell  me  you  haven't noticed  how  Mikhail  looks  at  you.  How  Anton positions  himself  between  you  and  threats.  How  I can't  stop  thinking  about  you  even  when  I'm supposed to be focused on security." His hand came up,  traced  my  swollen  lower  lip.  "Tell  me  I'm  the only one losing my mind here." 

 

I couldn't. Because he wasn't. 

 

"What do we do?" I whispered. 

 

"I  don't  know."  He  stepped  back,  putting  distance between  us.  "But  this  can't  happen  again.  Not  until we figure out what it means. What it costs." 
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"And if the cost is too high?" 

 

"Then we walk away. Before anyone gets hurt." 

 

But  the  way  he  looked  at  me  said  he  was  already hurt. We both were. 

 

He  left  without  another  word,  leaving  me  alone  in the gym with kiss-swollen lips and a pounding heart and the terrible knowledge that I'd just crossed a line there was no uncrossing. 

 

That  night,  I  couldn't  sleep.  Kept  touching my lips, remembering  the  pressure of his mouth, the taste of him,  the  way  he'd  held  me  like  I  was  precious  and dangerous in equal measure. 

 

I  should  feel  guilty.  Should  be  horrified  at  myself. Should  be  analyzing  this  clinically—understanding that  I'd  just  complicated  an  already  impossible situation. 
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Instead, I felt alive. 

 

For  the  first  time  since  this  nightmare  began,  I  felt something other than fear or resignation or desperate determination to survive. 

 

I  felt  desire.  Want. The intoxicating knowledge that someone  saw  me  not  as  leverage  or  a problem or a victim, but as a woman worth risking everything for. 

 

Three  men.  Three  different  kinds  of  dangerous. Three different ways they'd gotten under my skin. 

 

Mikhail  with  his  control  and  his  protection  and  the way he looked at me like I was a puzzle he couldn't solve but desperately wanted to. 

 

Anton  with  his  quiet  intelligence  and  his  careful attention  and  the  way  he  made  me  feel  like  I mattered for more than just what I could offer. 
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Dmitri  with  his  violence  and  his  honesty  and  the way  he  kissed  like  he  was  trying  to  consume  me whole. 

 

I  was  playing  with  fire.  With  all  three  of  them  at once. 

 

And  the  terrifying  part  wasn't  that  I  might  get burned. 

 

It was that I didn't care. 

 

I wanted to burn. 

 

Wanted  to  see  how  hot  the  flames  could  get before they destroyed me completely. 

 

Because  the  alternative—going  back  to  being  that scared  girl  who  counted  exits  and  planned  escape routes—was no longer an option. 

 

238

I'd  crossed  too  many  lines.  Learned  too  much. Become someone different. 

 

Someone dangerous. 

 

Someone who kissed her captor and wanted to do it again. 

 

Tomorrow,  I'd  have  to  face  Dmitri.  And  Mikhail. And Anton. Would have to navigate this new reality I'd created. 

 

But  tonight,  alone  in  my  room  with  my  fingers pressed to my lips, I let myself remember what it felt like to be wanted. 

 

To be chosen. 

 

To be more than just a victim waiting to be saved. 
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And  I  knew,  with  absolute  certainty,  that  I'd  do  it again. 

 

Rules be damned. 

 

Consequences be damned. 

 

I was done being careful. 

 

Done being small. 

 

Done apologizing for taking up space. 

 

The  question  was:  would  they  be  able  to  handle what I was becoming? 

 

Or would I destroy us all?
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 Chapter Nine 

 

Secrets unravel 

 

Secrets have weight. 

 

I'd  learned  that  lesson  over  the  past  week,  carrying the memory of Dmitri's kiss like a stone in my chest. Heavy. Constant. Impossible to ignore. 

 

He  didn't  tell  Mikhail  or  Anton.  Neither  did  I.  But the secret pressed down on both of us, distorting the air between us like heat shimmer on asphalt. 

 

I caught him watching me during meetings. His dark eyes would find mine across the war room, hold for a  heartbeat  too  long,  then  slide  away.  But  I felt the weight of his attention even when he wasn't looking. Felt it like fingers trailing down my spine. 
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At  night,  I'd  hear  footsteps  pause  outside  my  door. Stay there for long moments. Then move on without knocking.  Part  of  me  wanted  to  open the door, pull him inside, finish what we'd started in the gym. 

 

The other part knew that would be a disaster. 

 

So I stayed in my room, alone with my thoughts and the phantom sensation of his hands on my skin, and tried  to  convince  myself  this  was  just  survival instinct. Biology. My body seeking connection in the face of constant danger. 

 

But that was a lie, and I was getting tired of lying to myself. 

 

The  truth  was  simpler  and  more  complicated:  I wanted  him.  Wanted  all  three  of  them,  in  different ways,  for  different  reasons.  And  the  wanting  was eating me alive. 
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The awareness between Dmitri and me was electric. Dangerous.  Like  standing  too  close  to  a  downed power  line,  knowing  one  wrong  move  would electrocute you but unable to step back. 

 

We  were  careful.  Professional.  But  there  were moments— 

 

When  his  hand  would  brush  mine  passing documents across the table. 

 

When  I'd  catch  him  staring  at  my  mouth  while  I spoke. 

 

When  our  fingers  would  tangle  reaching  for  the same  report,  and  neither of us would pull away fast enough. 
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Small moments. Insignificant to anyone watching. 

 

But they were slowly destroying me. 

 

Then  the  Chernovs  escalated,  and  personal  drama became a luxury we couldn't afford. 

 

I  was in the library with Anton when the call came. He  answered,  listened,  his  expression  going  from calm to icy in seconds. 

 

"When?"  A  pause.  "How  many?"  Another  pause. "I'll tell him." 

 

He  hung  up,  looked  at  me  with  those  winter-ice eyes. "We need to go. Now." 

 

"What happened?" 

 

244

"The  Chernovs  hit  one  of  our warehouses. Six men dead, the building's on fire, and they left a message." His jaw tightened. "They're declaring war." 

 

The emergency meeting was chaos barely contained. 

 

Mikhail  stood  at  the  head  of  the  table,  his  usual control  fraying  at  the edges. I'd never seen him like this—tie loosened, shirt sleeves rolled up, gray eyes blazing with fury that was all the more terrifying for how quiet it was. 

 

"Six men," he said, his voice deadly soft. "Six good men with families. Dead because the Chernovs want to prove a point." 

 

Dmitri  paced  like  a  caged  animal.  "We  hit  them back. Tonight. Hard. Show them what happens when they fuck with us." 
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"And  start  a  war  that  will  cost us more men? More resources?"  Anton  countered,  ever  the  voice  of reason. "We're not ready for full-scale conflict." 

 

"Then when will we be ready? When they've killed a dozen more? Two dozen?" 

 

"When we have a strategic advantage instead of just rage." 

 

"Rage wins wars." 

 

"No," Mikhail cut in. "Strategy wins wars. Rage just gets people killed." 

 

They  kept  arguing,  voices  rising,  the  usual  careful harmony  between  them  fracturing  under  stress.  I watched  from  my  position  by  the  window, 
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understanding  that this was about more than tactics. This  was  about  fear  and  guilt  and  the  weight  of responsibility for lives lost. 

 

"They're  getting  desperate,"  Mikhail  continued, forcing  calm  back  into  his  voice.  "Which  means they're close to making a move on her." He gestured toward me without looking. "The warehouse hit was a distraction. They're planning something bigger." 

 

"So  we  move  first,"  Dmitri  insisted.  "Take  out Alexei. Send a message that—" 

 

"And give them justification for all-out war?" Anton shook  his  head.  "Pavel  Chernov  is  old-school.  He follows  rules.  But  if  we  assassinate  his  son,  those rules go out the window. He'll burn everything we've built to the ground." 

 

"He's already burning it!" 
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"Six men isn't everything. It's a warning shot." 

 

"Then we fire back!" 

 

"With  what?  We're  stretched  thin  as  it  is.  Half  our men are protecting the compound, the other half are securing our operations in the city. We don't have the resources for offense and defense." 

 

They  were  spiraling.  I  could  see  it—the  careful balance  between  them  tipping  into  chaos.  Dmitri's rage feeding Mikhail's guilt feeding Anton's caution in a vicious cycle. 

 

Someone needed to break it. 

 

"There's another option," I heard myself say. 
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Three pairs of eyes turned to me. Mikhail's gray and calculating. Dmitri's dark and wild. Anton's ice-blue and analytical. 

 

"I'm listening," Mikhail said. 

 

I  moved  to  the  table,  placed  my  hands  flat  on  the surface.  Felt  the  cool  wood  under  my  palms, grounding me. "Let me give them the USB drive." 

 

Silence. Dangerous, suffocating silence. 

 

"Are you insane?" Dmitri finally asked. 

 

"Probably.  But  hear  me  out."  I  looked  at  Mikhail. "You  said  they're  desperate.  They  want  the information more than they want revenge. So give it to them." 
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"And  hand  them  the  keys  to  our  entire  operation?" Anton's  voice  was  carefully  neutral, but I could see the wheels turning behind his eyes. "That's suicide." 

 

"Not  if  we  give  them  the  wrong  keys."  I  pulled  up the  files  on  Mikhail's  laptop, displayed them on the large  screen.  "I  spent  months  working  for  Yuri.  I know  how  he  organized  information.  His  patterns, his  coding  systems,  his  linguistic  markers.  I  can create a version of this drive that looks real but leads them nowhere." 

 

"You  want  to  give  them  fake information," Mikhail said slowly. 

 

"Not  fake.  A  mix.  Real  data  that's  no  longer actionable  mixed  with  false  intel  that  sends  them chasing  ghosts.  Keep  them  busy  analyzing, verifying,  trying to use information that's worthless. Buy  us  time  to  shore  up  defenses  and  plan  a  real strike." 
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Mikhail  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  fingers  steepled under his chin. The gesture I'd come to recognize as him  thinking  through  every  possible angle. "They'll verify it. Have experts check the files." 

 

"I know. That's why it needs to be good. Believable. Real  enough to pass initial scrutiny, false enough to be  useless."  I met his gaze. "I can do this. I worked for  the  man  who  compiled  it.  I  understand  his methodology better than anyone." 

 

"And  when  they  figure  out  they've  been  played?" Anton  asked.  "They'll  come  back  angrier.  More determined." 

 

"Then  we'll have had time to prepare. To fortify. To plan  a  counter-offensive  instead  of  reacting  to their moves."  I  looked between the three of them. "Right now, we're on defense. This puts us on offense." 

 

Dmitri  stopped  pacing,  turned  to  face  me  fully. "You'd help us? Willingly?" 
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The  question stung, but I understood it. Why would their  prisoner—their  leverage—help  them  win  a war? 

 

"I'd  help myself stay alive," I said carefully. "If that helps you too, so be it." 

 

It  was  a  partial  lie.  The  truth  was  messier,  more complicated. The truth was that I didn't want them to lose.  Didn't  want  to  imagine  what  would  happen  if the  Chernovs  won—not  just  to  me,  but  to  Mikhail, Dmitri, and Anton. 

 

They'd become more than my captors. More than the men holding my life in their hands. 

 

They'd  become...  something.  Something  I  didn't have  words  for  yet.  Something  that  made  the thought  of  their  deaths  painful  in  a  way  I  wasn't ready to examine. 
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The  three  men  exchanged  looks.  That  wordless communication  I'd  witnessed  dozens  of  times, decisions  being  made  in  the  space  between heartbeats. 

 

"How long would it take?" Mikhail finally asked. 

 

"To  create  a  convincing  fake?  Three  days.  Maybe four." 

 

"You have three," he said. "Starting now. Anton, set her  up  with  Kozlov.  He's  our  best  tech  specialist. Dmitri,  increase  security  on  the  compound.  If  the Chernovs are planning something, I want us ready." 

 

"And you?" Anton asked. 
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"I'm going to have a conversation with some of our... associates.  See  if  anyone's  heard  rumors  about Chernov  movements."  Mikhail  stood,  buttoned  his jacket  with  precise  movements.  "We  meet  again  in seventy-two  hours.  If  this  works,  we'll have bought ourselves time. If it fails..." 

 

He didn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to. 

 

If it failed, we were all dead. 

 

The  next  three  days  were  a  blur of code and coffee and linguistic analysis. 

 

Kozlov  was  a  genius—mid-thirties,  balding,  with thick  glasses and fingers that flew across keyboards like a pianist at a concert. He'd been hesitant at first, unsure  about  working  with  "Mikhail's  project,"  but once  I'd  proven  I  knew  what  I  was  talking  about, he'd warmed up. 
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"This  is  elegant,"  he  said,  studying  my  breakdown of  Yuri's  organizational  system.  "Using  semantic categories  as  encryption  keys.  Most  people  would miss it." 

 

"Most people aren't linguists." 

 

"Lucky for us." 

 

We  worked  eighteen-hour  days.  Taking  real  files from  the  drive—financial  records,  personnel information,    operational    details—and    subtly corrupting  them.  Changing  dates  so  shipments appeared  to  happen  at  different  times.  Altering account  numbers  so  money  trails  led  nowhere. Modifying names so contacts became dead ends. 

 

The  art  was  in  making  it  look  unintentional.  Not obviously  fake,  but  degraded.  Like  the  drive  had been  damaged,  or  the  encryption  had  corrupted some files during transfer. 
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"They'll  notice  discrepancies,"  Kozlov  warned. "They'll know something's wrong." 

 

"That's fine. We just need them to think it's technical failure, not deliberate sabotage. They'll spend weeks trying  to  recover  the  'real'  data,  running  decryption algorithms,  consulting  experts.  By  the  time  they realize it's unsalvageable, we'll be ready." 

 

"Assuming they don't just kill us all immediately." 

 

"There's that." 

 

On  the  second  night,  I  worked  past  midnight. Kozlov  had  gone  to  sleep  hours  ago,  but  I  couldn't stop.  The  work  consumed  me—the puzzle of it, the intellectual  challenge,  the  knowledge  that  lives depended on getting this right. 
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I  heard  footsteps  behind  me.  Didn't  need  to  turn around  to  know  who  it  was.  I'd  memorized  the sound  of  his  walk—heavy,  deliberate,  the  footfalls of someone who'd spent years in combat boots. 

 

"You should sleep," Dmitri said. 

 

"So should you." 

 

"Can't." He moved closer, until I could feel the heat of  his  body  behind  me.  "Keep  thinking  about  that warehouse.  About  the  men  we  lost.  About  how  I should have seen it coming." 

 

"It's not your fault." 

 

"I'm  head  of  security.  If  men  die  on  my  watch,  it's my fault." 
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I  saved my work, swiveled in my chair to face him. He  looked  exhausted—dark  circles  under  his  eyes, tension in every line of his body, guilt written across his face. 

 

"You  can't  protect  everyone,"  I  said  softly.  "That's not humanly possible." 

 

"Then I need to be more than human." His dark eyes met mine, haunted. "I need to be what they need me to  be.  The  monster  who  keeps  the  other  monsters away." 

 

"You're not a monster." 

 

"You don't know what I've done." 

 

"I  know  enough."  I  stood,  moved  closer.  "I  know you  send  money  to  your  sister  even  though  she thinks you're dead. I know you train me every day to 
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keep me safe. I know you stood outside my door last night  because  you  were  worried  and  didn't  want  to intrude." 

 

His jaw tightened. "You knew I was there?" 

 

"I always know when you're there." 

 

The  air  between  us  charged  with  electricity.  That same  awareness  from  the  gym,  but  sharper  now. More  desperate.  Built  up  over  days  of  denial  and careful distance. 

 

"This is a bad idea," he said, even as his hand came up to cup my face. 

 

"Terrible idea." 
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"Mikhail will kill me." 

 

"You keep saying that." 

 

"Because  it's  true.  There  are  rules.  Lines  we  don't cross."  But  his  thumb  was  stroking  my  cheekbone, his eyes fixed on my mouth. "You're his... you're the mission. Not mine to touch." 

 

"Then don't touch me." 

 

"Can't seem to stop myself." 

 

He  kissed  me  then.  Hard  and  desperate  and  tasting like  guilt  and  desire  mixed  together.  I  kissed  back just  as  desperately,  my  hands  fisting  in  his  shirt, pulling him closer. 
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We  didn't  talk.  Couldn't  afford  to,  couldn't  risk putting  words  to  this  thing  between  us.  Instead, we communicated through touch—his hands in my hair, my  teeth  on  his  lower  lip,  his  body  pressing  mine against the desk. 

 

"Not  here,"  he  gasped  against  my  mouth.  "Anyone could walk in." 

 

"Where?" 

 

"Your room. Now." 

 

We  made it there somehow, stumbling through dark hallways,  pausing  to  kiss  against  walls,  barely making  it  through my door before we were on each other again. 
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This time, there was no hesitation. No stopping. Just heat  and  hunger  and  the  desperate  need  to  feel something other than fear. 

 

His  mouth  moved  down  my  throat,  teeth  scraping sensitive  skin.  I  arched  into  him,  nails  digging  into his  shoulders,  holding  on like he was the only solid thing in a world gone liquid. 

 

"Tell  me  to  stop,"  he  murmured  against  my collarbone. "Tell me this is wrong." 

 

"It is wrong." 

 

"Then tell me to stop." 

 

"I can't." 
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He groaned, a sound of surrender and triumph mixed together.  His  mouth  found  mine  again,  swallowing my  gasp  as  his  hands  mapped  every  inch  of  skin they could reach. 

 

We  fell  onto  the  bed,  a  tangle  of  limbs  and desperation.  He  was  everywhere  at  once—his weight  pressing  me  into  the  mattress,  his  mouth leaving  marks  on  my  throat,  my  collarbone,  the swell of my breasts. 

 

I should have been afraid. Should have remembered that  this  man  had  killed  people,  could  kill  me without effort. 

 

Instead, I felt alive. Wanted. Chosen. 

 

We moved together with desperate urgency, chasing pleasure  and  connection  and  something  that  felt dangerously close to salvation. When I came apart in his arms, his name on my lips, I saw stars behind my closed eyelids. 
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He  followed  moments  later,  burying  his  face in my neck, my name a prayer and a curse mixed together. 

 

After,  we  lay  tangled  together,  both breathing hard, both processing what we'd just done. 

 

"This complicates things," he finally said. 

 

"Yes." 

 

"I should leave. Before someone notices I'm gone." 

 

"Yes." 

 

But  neither  of  us  moved.  His  hand  traced  idle patterns  on  my  hip,  my fingers combed through his hair,  and  for  just a few moments, we pretended this 
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was  normal.  That  we  were  normal  people  in  a normal relationship doing normal things. 

 

The pretense was a lie. But it was a beautiful one. 

 

"I don't know what this means," he admitted quietly. "Or what happens next." 

 

"Neither do I." 

 

"But  I  know  I'd  do  it  again.  Even  knowing  it's wrong. Even knowing it might destroy everything." 

 

"So would I." 

 

He  kissed  me  once  more—soft  this  time,  almost tender.  Then  he  slipped  out  of  bed,  dressed  in  the dark, and left without another word. 
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I  lay  alone,  touching  the  mark  he'd  left  on  my collarbone—a  bruise  that  would  be  visible tomorrow,  evidence  of  what  we'd  done—and  felt alive for the first time in months. 

 

Dangerous. Reckless. Alive. 

 

The  next  morning,  I  completed  the  fake  drive. Kozlov  checked  it  three  times,  ran  it through every verification protocol we had. 

 

"It's  good,"  he  finally  declared.  "If  I  didn't  know  it was fake, I'd believe it." 

 

"That's the point." 

 

We  presented  it  to  Mikhail  that  evening.  He examined  it  like  a  jeweler  appraising  a 
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diamond—holding  it up to the light, turning it over, checking for flaws. 

 

"If  this  works,"  he  said  slowly,  "you've  bought yourself time. Bought all of us time." 

 

"And if it fails?" 

 

His  steel-gray  eyes  met  mine.  The  unfinished sentence hung between us, heavy with implication. 

 

If it failed, we were all dead. 

 

But at least I'd die knowing I'd tried. That I'd fought back instead of just accepting my fate. 

 

That  I'd  become  someone  who  could  look  at  three dangerous men and see not just captors, but allies. 
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Maybe even more. 

 

The thought should have terrified me. 

 

Instead, it just made me want to fight harder. 

 

To survive long enough to figure out what the hell I was becoming. 

 

And whether any of us would survive it.
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 Chapter Ten 

 

She becomes the queen 

 

The  week  before  the  exchange  passed  in  a  haze  of preparation and barely controlled tension. 

 

I  trained  with  Dmitri  every  morning—harder  now, more  focused.  He  taught  me  not  just  how  to  fight, but  how  to  survive.  Where  to  aim  to  incapacitate instead  of  kill.  How  to  use  environment  as  a weapon.  How  to  run  when  running  was  the  only option. 

 

"You're  not  going,"  he  said  for  the  hundredth  time, blocking  my  strike  and  countering  with  one  of  his own. 

 

I ducked, rolled, came up swinging. "Yes, I am." 
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"It's too dangerous." 

 

"Everything  about  this  life  is  dangerous."  I  caught his  wrist,  twisted—a  move  he'd  taught  me—and nearly  got  him  off  balance.  Nearly.  "I  need  to  be there." 

 

He  swept  my  legs,  pinned  me  to  the mat. His body covered  mine,  his  face  inches  away,  both  of  us breathing  hard.  "You  need  to  be  alive.  That's  what you need." 

 

"Then teach me better." 

 

Something  flickered  in his dark eyes. Pride, maybe. Or fear. "You're already better than you should be." 

 

"Not good enough." 
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"It'll never be good enough. Not for what's coming." He released me, stood, offered his hand. "But you're right. You should be there." 

 

I took his hand, let him pull me up. "You agree with me?" 

 

"I agree you've earned the right to face them. To see this  through." He didn't let go of my hand. "Doesn't mean I like it." 

 

"I don't like it either." 

 

"Then why insist?" 

 

"Because  I  need  to  see  his  face.  Alexei's.  When he thinks  he's  won.  When  he  believes  I've  given  him 
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everything."  I  met  Dmitri's  eyes.  "I  need  to  watch him take the bait." 

 

Understanding  crossed  his  features.  "You  want revenge." 

 

"I want to survive. Revenge is just a bonus." 

 

That night, I made my case to Mikhail. 

 

He  was  in  his  study,  as  usual, working late into the night.  I  knocked,  didn't  wait  for  permission  before entering.  I'd  learned  that  confidence  mattered  with him. Hesitation was weakness. 

 

"I'm  going  to  the  exchange,"  I  said  without preamble. 
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He  looked  up  from  his  laptop,  steel-gray  eyes assessing. "No." 

 

"They  need  to  see  me  hand  over  the  drive. Otherwise, they won't believe it's real." 

 

"They'll believe what we tell them to believe." 

 

"Will  they?"  I  moved  closer  to  his desk, placed my hands  flat  on  the  surface.  "Alexei  Chernov  doesn't trust  easily.  You  said  so  yourself.  If  I'm  not  there, he'll  assume  it's  a  trap.  That  the  drive  is  fake  or corrupted or somehow compromised." 

 

"And  if  you  are  there,  he  might  decide  to  take  you by force." 

 

"Then your thirty men stop him." 
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Mikhail  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  fingers  steepled under his chin. That calculating expression I'd come to know meant he was running scenarios, calculating odds.  "You're  valuable,  Natalya.  But  you're  not bulletproof." 

 

"Neither are you. But you'll be there." 

 

"I'm expendable. Leaders always are." 

 

"That's  a  lie  and  we  both  know  it.  Your  entire operation  depends  on  you.  The  alliances,  the strategy, the control—it's all you." I leaned forward. "I'm  expendable.  I'm  the  leverage you can afford to risk." 

 

"You're  not—"  He  stopped  himself.  Reset.  "You've become more than leverage." 
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The  admission  hung  between  us,  heavy  with implication. 

 

"Then  let  me  prove  it,"  I  said  quietly.  "Let  me  be part of this. Not as cargo or a pawn, but as someone who's earned the right to stand beside you." 

 

He  studied  me  for  a  long  moment.  Then  he  pulled out his phone, made a call. "War room. Ten minutes. All hands." 

 

The meeting was tense. 

 

Dmitri  argued  against  my  presence.  "It's  too  risky. Too  many  variables.  We  can't  protect  her  and complete the mission." 

 

"She  has  a  point  about  Alexei's  paranoia,"  Anton countered.  He'd  been  quiet  until  now,  watching  me with those winter-ice eyes. "He won't trust a handoff 
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without  seeing  her.  Without  confirmation  she's complicit." 

 

"So we make him trust it." 

 

"How?  Send  a  photo?  A  video?  He'll  claim  they're fabricated."  Anton  turned  to  Mikhail.  "She  should go." 

 

Mikhail's eyebrows rose. "You're taking her side?" 

 

"I'm  taking  the  side  of  successful  mission completion. And that requires her presence." 

 

Something  passed  between  the  three  men.  Some wordless  communication  that  excluded  me  but  was somehow  about  me.  A  decision  being  made  in  the space between heartbeats. 
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"Fine,"  Mikhail  finally  said. "She goes. But Dmitri, you  don't  leave  her  side.  Anton,  you're  her backup. And  Natalya—"  His  gray  eyes  pinned  me.  "You follow  orders  without  question.  If  we  say  run,  you run. If we say hide, you hide. Understood?" 

 

"Understood." 

 

"Good.  Because  if  you  die  tomorrow  night,  I'll  be extremely irritated." 

 

Despite  the  tension,  I  almost  smiled.  That  was Mikhail's version of saying he cared. 

 

The exchange was set for midnight in an abandoned factory  on  the  outskirts  of  the  city.  Neutral  ground that  benefited  no  one,  which  meant  it  theoretically benefited everyone. 
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I  dressed carefully. Simple black dress—elegant but practical, nothing that would restrict movement. Flat shoes  in  case  I needed to run. Hair pulled back in a severe bun. I looked like I was going to a funeral. 

 

Maybe I was. 

 

Anton  appeared  at  my  door  with  a  wire—a  tiny device  that  would  broadcast  everything  I  said  and heard. "This goes under your collar. No one will see it unless they're looking." 

 

His  fingers  brushed  my  throat  as  he  positioned  it. His touch was clinical, professional, but I felt it like a brand. 

 

"If things go wrong," he said quietly, "there's a knife strapped  to  your  inner  left  thigh.  Small,  easily concealed. You know how to use it." 
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"Dmitri taught me." 

 

"Dmitri  taught  you  to  fight.  I'm  teaching  you  to survive. There's a difference." His ice-chip eyes met mine.  "If  you  have  to  choose  between  honor  and survival, choose survival. Every time." 

 

"What if choosing survival means betraying you?" 

 

"Then  betray  us.  Better  you  alive  and  guilty  than dead  and  pure."  He  stepped back, studied his work. "You  look  scared.  Good.  That's  what  they  need  to see." 

 

"I am scared." 

 

"I  know.  But  you're  also  ready.  You've  become dangerous, Natalya. I hope you realize that." 
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The  factory  was  exactly  as  I'd  imagined—all exposed  beams  and  broken  windows  and  shadows that  seemed  to  move  even  when nothing was there. The kind of place where bad things happened and no one heard you scream. 

 

Perfect. 

 

Alexei  was  already  there  when  we  arrived.  He'd brought  twenty  men—all  armed,  all  positioned strategically     throughout     the     space.     They outnumbered  us,  but  Mikhail's  thirty  were  better trained, better positioned. 

 

This could go wrong so many ways. 

 

Alexei  stood  in  the  center  of  the  factory  floor, backlit  by  portable  lights  his  men  had  set  up. Dramatic,  probably  deliberately.  He  wanted  to look powerful, in control. 
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But I could see the tension in his shoulders. The way his  hand  kept  drifting  to  the  gun at his hip. He was nervous. 

 

Good. Nervous people made mistakes. 

 

"Volkov,"  he  called  out.  "I  see  you  brought  your pet." 

 

Mikhail's  hand  tightened  on  my  elbow—the  only sign  of  his  anger.  "I  brought  the  woman  who  has what you want. That's all that matters." 

 

"And the drive?" 

 

"She has it." 
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All  eyes  turned  to  me.  I  felt  the  weight  of  forty dangerous  men  assessing,  calculating,  deciding  if  I was worth killing. 

 

I'd never been more terrified in my life. 

 

I walked forward slowly, the USB drive in my hand. Each step felt like walking a tightrope over an abyss. One wrong move and I'd fall. 

 

Dmitri  shadowed  me,  three  steps  behind.  Close enough to help, far enough not to crowd. Anton had positioned  himself  by  the  north  exit—the  escape route they'd drilled into me during preparation. 

 

Alexei  watched  my  approach  with  those dead eyes. When I was close enough, he plucked the drive from my hand, examined it like it might explode. 

 

"How do I know this is real?" he asked. 
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"Open it. Check. I'll wait." 

 

He  signaled  to  one  of  his  men,  who  produced  a laptop.  They  plugged  in  the  drive,  started  scrolling through  files.  I  watched  Alexei's  face,  saw  the moment  he  thought  he'd  won.  Greedy  satisfaction flooded his eyes, making them almost alive. 

 

"Well,"  he  said  after  a  long  moment.  "It  appears you've been useful after all, kotyonok." 

 

I hated that diminutive. Hated how he made it sound like ownership. 

 

"Pleasure  doing  business,"  he  said,  pocketing  the drive. "Now—" 
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"One  condition,"  I  interrupted,  keeping  my  voice steady despite my racing heart. "I'm done. You leave me alone. You've gotten what you want." 

 

Alexei  laughed.  Actually  laughed.  "You  think  it's that simple? That we're done?" 

 

"I think you have what you came for." 

 

"What  I  came  for?"  He  moved  closer,  invading my space.  I  could  smell  his  cologne—expensive, overwhelming, designed to dominate. "What I came for is watching you bleed. The drive is just a bonus." 

 

Fear spiked through me. This wasn't part of the plan. He  was  supposed  to  take  the  drive  and  leave. Supposed to believe he'd won. 

 

"The agreement—" I started. 
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"There  was  no  agreement.  Just  you  hoping  we'd show  mercy."  His  hand  came  up,  gripped  my  chin hard  enough  to  bruise.  "And  we're  not  known  for mercy." 

 

That's when everything exploded. 

 

Gunshots.  Shouting.  Glass  shattering.  I didn't know who  fired  first—one  of  our  men  or  one  of theirs—but suddenly the factory was chaos. 

 

Dmitri  materialized  beside  me,  his  arm  wrapping around  my  waist,  dragging  me  down  behind  a concrete  pillar  as  bullets  tore  through  the air where I'd been standing. 

 

"Stay  low!"  he  barked, positioning himself between me and the gunfire. 
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I  pressed  my  back  against  the  pillar,  my  heart hammering so hard I thought it might burst. Around us,  men  were  shouting,  shooting,  dying.  The  air smelled like gunpowder and blood and fear. 

 

Mikhail  was  somewhere  to  my  left, barking orders, his  voice  cutting  through  the  chaos  with  icy precision. Anton was by the north exit, laying down covering  fire,  his  movements  economical  and deadly. 

 

And I was cowering behind a pillar, useless. 

 

No. 

 

I'd spent weeks training for this. Learning to fight, to survive,  to  be  more  than just a victim waiting to be saved. 
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I  saw  a  gun  on  the  ground—dropped  by  one  of Alexei's  men  who'd  taken  a  bullet  to  the  chest. Without thinking, I darted out from behind the pillar, grabbed  it,  checked  the  magazine  like  Dmitri  had taught me. 

 

Seven rounds. Enough. 

 

"Natalya,  what  the  fuck  are  you  doing?"  Dmitri shouted. 

 

I didn't answer. Just moved to the edge of the pillar, scanned the chaos for threats. 

 

There.  One  of  Alexei's  men,  flanking  our  position, his weapon trained on Dmitri's back. 

 

I raised the gun. My hands were shaking, my breath coming  too fast, but I remembered Dmitri's lessons. Sight picture. Breath control. Squeeze, don't pull. 
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I fired. 

 

The man went down. 

 

For  a  moment,  I  couldn't  process  what I'd done. I'd killed  someone.  Taken  a  life.  Ended  a  person's existence with the squeeze of a trigger. 

 

I should have felt horror. Guilt. Remorse. 

 

Instead,  I  felt  grim  satisfaction.  He'd  been  about  to kill  Dmitri.  Kill  the  man  who'd  taught  me  to  fight, who'd made me feel alive, who'd—  

 

No time for that now. 
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Dmitri  turned,  saw  the  body,  saw  me  with  the smoking  gun.  His  expression  was  shock  and  pride and something deeper, more complicated. 

 

"Natalya—"  He  used  my  real  name,  not  the diminutive. "Run. North exit. Go!" 

 

I ran. 

 

Bullets chased me, pinging off metal and concrete. I zigzagged like Dmitri had taught me, making myself a harder target. My lungs burned, my legs screamed, but I kept moving. 

 

The  north  exit.  Where  Anton  was  supposed  to  be waiting. 

 

I  burst  through  the  door  into  cold  night  air.  A  car screeched to a stop beside me—Anton at the wheel, passenger door already open. 
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"Get in!" 

 

I dove into the seat. He gunned the engine before I'd even  closed  the  door,  peeling  away  as  the  factory erupted into flames behind us. 

 

In  the  rearview  mirror,  I  watched  fire  consume  the building.  Watched  shadows  fleeing.  Couldn't  tell who was ours and who was theirs. 

 

"Mikhail? Dmitri?" My voice was shaking. 

 

"Already extracted. Different route. We'll meet at the safe  house."  Anton's  voice  was  calm,  but  his knuckles  were  white  on  the  steering wheel. "You're bleeding." 
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I  looked  down.  He  was  right.  Blood  seeped  from a cut  on  my  arm—when  had  that  happened?  I  hadn't even felt it. 

 

"It's nothing." 

 

"It's something. But we'll deal with it later." 

 

He  threw  a  blanket  at  me.  I  wrapped  it  around  my shoulders,  suddenly  freezing  despite  the  car's  heat. Shock, probably. Adrenaline crash. 

 

"You  did  well,"  Anton  said  quietly.  "In  there.  You didn't panic." 

 

"I killed someone." 

 

"Yes." 
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"I feel... I don't feel anything about it." 

 

"That  comes  later.  Right  now,  you're  in  survival mode.  Your  brain  is  protecting  you."  He glanced at me. "When it hits, it'll hit hard. But we'll be there." 

 

We. 

 

Such a small word. But it meant everything. 

 

The  safe  house  was  a  nondescript  apartment  in  a residential  building.  Mikhail  and  Dmitri  were already  there  when  we  arrived—both  alive,  both bleeding from various wounds, but alive. 

 

I nearly collapsed with relief. 
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"That  went  spectacularly  wrong,"  Mikhail  said dryly,  pressing  a  towel  to  the  graze  wound  on  his shoulder. "Or spectacularly right, depending on how you look at it." 

 

"How  can  that  possibly  be  right?"  I  demanded. "People died. The exchange failed. Alexei—" 

 

"Showed  his  hand,"  Anton  finished,  moving  to  the kitchen to get the first aid kit. "He never intended to honor  any  agreement.  Never  planned  to  let  you go. Now we know." 

 

"And  we  know  she  can  handle  herself,"  Dmitri added.  He  was  staring  at  me  with  an  intensity  that made  my  skin  feel  too  tight.  "You  killed  a  man tonight." 

 

The  words  landed  like  a  punch.  Made  it  real  in  a way it hadn't been before. 
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"I know." 

 

"How do you feel?" 

 

Everyone was looking at me now. Waiting. Testing. 

 

I  could  lie.  Could  tell  them  I  was  devastated, horrified,  traumatized  by  taking  a  life.  Could  play the role of the innocent girl corrupted by their world. 

 

But  I  was  done  lying.  Done  pretending  to  be someone I wasn't. 

 

"I  feel  like  I  want  to  stay  alive,"  I  said,  meeting Dmitri's  eyes.  "Like  I'm  willing  to  do  what  it takes to survive. Even if that means killing." I paused. "He was  going to shoot you. So I shot him first. And I'd do it again." 
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Silence. Heavy and assessing. 

 

Then Mikhail moved to the small table, pulled out a bottle  of  vodka  and  four  glasses.  Poured  carefully, the liquid crystal-clear and probably expensive. 

 

"To survival," he said, raising his glass. 

 

Dmitri raised his. "To making hard choices." 

 

Anton  raised  his.  "To  becoming  what  we  need  to be." 

 

I raised mine. "To not dying tonight." 

 

We  drank.  The  vodka  burned  all  the  way  down, sharp and clean and somehow purifying. 
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"You  crossed  a  line  tonight,"  Mikhail  said,  setting down  his  glass.  "Not  the  line  between  victim  and survivor.  That  you  crossed  weeks  ago.  This  is different." 

 

"What line?" 

 

"Between  surviving  and  becoming.  You're  not  just trying  to  stay  alive  anymore.  You're  becoming someone  who  can  thrive  in  this  world.  Someone dangerous."  His  steel-gray  eyes  met  mine. "Someone  who  kills  without  hesitation  when survival demands it." 

 

"Is that a good thing?" 

 

"That  depends on what you want. Who you want to be." 
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I  looked at the three of them—bloodied, dangerous, alive.  Three  men  who'd  kidnapped  me and kept me prisoner  and  somehow  become  the  only  people  in the world I trusted. 

 

Three  men  who'd  taught  me  to  fight,  to  think,  to survive. 

 

Three men who'd made me into something I'd never thought I could be. 

 

"I  want  to  be  someone  who  lives,"  I  said  quietly. "Whatever that costs. Whoever that makes me." 

 

Mikhail  nodded  slowly.  "Then  welcome  to  the family,  little  bird.  May  God  have  mercy  on  all  our souls." 

 

I  touched  the gun still tucked in my waistband. Felt the weight of it. The responsibility. 
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I'd  killed  tonight.  Taken  a  life.  Crossed  a  line  that couldn't be uncrossed. 

 

And the most terrifying part? 

 

I knew I'd do it again. 

 

Because  I  wasn't  that  scared  girl  from  Moscow anymore.  Wasn't  the  translator  who'd  stumbled into the wrong warehouse at the wrong time. 

 

I was someone new. Someone harder. Someone who could look at death and pull the trigger. 

 

Someone dangerous. 

 

And there was no going back.
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 Chapter Eleven 

 

She chooses her side 

 

The fallout was immediate and brutal. 

 

Twenty-four  hours  after  the  warehouse,  the Chernovs  issued  a  formal  declaration  of  war.  Not through  intermediaries  or  coded  messages,  but publicly—a  statement  sent  to  every  major  criminal organization in Eastern Europe. 

 

The  Volkov-Sokolov-Karelin  alliance  has  violated sacred  ground.  Blood  demands  blood.  War  is declared. 

 

I  read  it  on  Mikhail's  laptop,  the  words  stark  and final on the screen. 
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"Sacred ground?" I asked. 

 

"Neutral  territory.  The  factory  was  supposed  to  be off-limits  for  violence."  Mikhail's  voice  was  flat, emotionless.  "By  opening  fire  there—regardless  of who started it—we violated an unwritten rule." 

 

"So they're using it as justification." 

 

"They're  using  it  as  an  excuse.  They  wanted  war anyway. This just makes them look righteous." 

 

The next forty-eight hours proved him right. 

 

Two  more  of  Mikhail's  operations  were  hit.  A shipping  warehouse  in  Vyborg  went  up  in flames—tens  of  millions  in  merchandise  destroyed. A  nightclub  in  the  city  center  was  raided  by police 
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who'd  clearly  been  paid  to  look  the other way until convenient. 

 

Dmitri's  contacts  started  going  silent.  Men  who'd provided  intelligence  for years suddenly couldn't be reached.  Phone  numbers  disconnected.  Meeting spots abandoned. The Chernovs were systematically cutting us off from information. 

 

Anton's carefully constructed network began to fray. Allies  who'd  sworn  loyalty  suddenly  remembered prior  commitments.  Deals  fell  through.  Shipments got "delayed" indefinitely. 

 

We were losing ground, and everyone knew it. 

 

The  war  room  became  our  second  home.  Long nights  bent  over  maps  and  reports  and  intercepted communications, trying to stay one step ahead of an enemy that was everywhere and nowhere. 
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"We  need  to  end  this,"  Mikhail  said  during  one particularly  brutal  strategy  session.  It  was  three  in the  morning,  and  we'd  been  at  it  for  six  hours straight. "Permanently." 

 

"You  mean  kill  Alexei,"  I  said.  Not  a  question.  I'd learned  enough  of  this  world  to  know  where  these conversations led. 

 

"Among  others.  Pavel.  Their  top  lieutenants. Anyone with the authority to continue this war." 

 

"That's a lot of bodies," Anton observed. 

 

"War  is  a  lot  of  bodies."  Mikhail  pulled  up  a diagram—the  Chernov  hierarchy,  with  photos  and names  and  known  locations.  "We  can't  win  by attrition.  They  have  more  men,  more  resources, more  political  connections.  We  need  to  cut  off  the head and hope the body dies." 
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"And if it doesn't?" Dmitri asked. 

 

"Then  we  cut  off  more  heads.  Until  there's  no  one left with the authority or the will to continue." 

 

Silence settled over the room. Heavy. Suffocating. 

 

I  studied the diagram, my eyes catching on Alexei's photo.  That handsome, cruel face. Those dead eyes. The man who'd threatened to make me bleed, who'd violated the truce, who'd started this war. 

 

"I can help," I heard myself say. 

 

Three pairs of eyes turned to me. 

 

"He's  obsessed  with  me,"  I  continued,  my  voice steadier  than  I  felt.  "Use  that.  Let  him  think  he's 
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won.  That  I  escaped  from  you,  that  I'm  willing  to trade information for protection." 

 

"He'll  never  believe  it,"  Dmitri  said  flatly.  "He knows you're with us. Knows we've been protecting you." 

 

"Does he? Or does he know I was your prisoner who helped under duress?" I moved to the board, pointed at  Alexei's  photo.  "He  wants  me.  Not  just dead—owned.  It's  personal  for him. Has been since that first meeting. If I reach out, claim I managed to escape, claim I have more information..." 

 

"He'll torture you until you give him what he wants, then  kill  you  anyway,"  Dmitri  finished,  his  voice rough with barely contained anger. 

 

"Not  if  you're  tracking  me.  Not  if  you're  ready  to extract me the second things go wrong." 
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"It's  a  suicide  mission,"  Anton  said  quietly.  His winter-ice eyes were fixed on me, unreadable. 

 

"It's a chance. Maybe our only one." 

 

"There  has  to  be  another  way,"  Dmitri  insisted. "Something that doesn't involve using you as bait." 

 

"I am bait. I've been bait since the moment I grabbed that  USB  drive.  The  only  difference  is  now  I'm choosing to be useful." 

 

Mikhail  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  fingers  steepled under his chin. Running scenarios. Calculating odds. I could practically see the wheels turning behind his steel-gray eyes. 

 

"It could work," he finally said. 
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"Mikhail—" Dmitri started. 

 

"I  said  it  could  work.  Not  that  I  like  it."  His  gaze shifted  to  me.  "But  it  requires  precision.  Perfect timing. And you playing a role convincingly enough that Alexei believes you're desperate." 

 

"I can do desperate. I've been desperate for months." 

 

"This  is  different.  This  desperate  means  selling  out the people who've kept you alive. Betraying us in his eyes. Can you do that?" 

 

I  thought  about  it.  Really  thought  about  it.  Could  I look these three men in the eye and pretend to betray them? Could I make Alexei believe I was willing to trade their lives for mine? 

 

"Yes," I said. "I can do that." 
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The debate lasted for hours. 

 

Dmitri  was  against  it  from  the  start.  "It's  too  risky. Too  many  variables.  He  could  kill  her  before  we even get close." 

 

"Then  we  make  sure  we're  close  enough,"  Anton countered.  "Wire  her.  Track  her.  Have  teams positioned within a hundred meters at all times." 

 

"And  if  he  sweeps  for  wires?  If he jams signals? If something—anything—goes wrong?" 

 

"Then we adapt." 

 

"That's not a plan. That's hoping for the best." 
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"Do  you  have  a  better  idea?"  Mikhail's  voice  cut through  the  argument.  "Because  I'm  open  to suggestions.  We're  hemorrhaging  resources,  losing ground, and running out of time. So unless you have an  alternative  that  doesn't  involve  us  all  dying slowly—" 

 

"We hit them directly. Hard. Go after Pavel, Alexei, all of them at once." 

 

"With  what  army?  Half  our  men  are  defending  our remaining  operations.  The  other  half  are  already stretched  thin.  We  don't  have  the  manpower  for  a direct assault." 

 

"So we hire more." 

 

"With  what money? Our cash flow is being choked. Our  accounts  are  being  frozen  or  seized.  The Chernovs  have  bought  every  corrupt  official within a hundred kilometers." 
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The  argument  spiraled.  Dmitri's  rage  feeding  his opposition.  Mikhail's  pragmatism  demanding results.  Anton  playing  mediator,  looking  for compromise. 

 

And  me,  sitting  there,  realizing  that  I'd  become the solution.  The  weapon  they'd  been  reluctantly sharpening since that night in Moscow. 

 

"I'll  do  it,"  I  said,  loud  enough  to  cut  through  the argument.  "I'll  reach  out  to  Alexei.  Offer  him information. Get close enough that you can take him out." 

 

"Absolutely not," Dmitri said. 

 

"You don't get a vote." 
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His  dark  eyes  flashed  with something between fury and fear. "The hell I don't." 

 

"This isn't about you. Or your guilt. Or your need to protect  me."  I  stood,  moved  to  face  him.  "This  is about  ending  the  war  before  it  kills  us  all. And I'm the only weapon we have that Alexei wants." 

 

"You're not a weapon. You're a person." 

 

"I'm both. And you three taught me how to be." 

 

That  landed.  I  could  see  it  in  the  way  his  jaw tightened, in how his hands clenched into fists at his sides. 

 

"She's  right,"  Mikhail  said  quietly.  "We've  been training  her.  Teaching  her  to  survive,  to  fight,  to think strategically. Now we use what she's learned." 
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"To get her killed." 

 

"To end this. Before more people die." 

 

Anton had been silent through most of the argument. Now he spoke, his voice calm but final. "We do this right.  Multiple  contingencies.  Backup  plans  for  the backup  plans. The second anything feels wrong, we extract  her.  No  heroics.  No  waiting  to  see  how  it plays out." 

 

"And if we can't extract her?" Dmitri demanded. 

 

"Then we kill everyone in the building," Anton said, his  winter-ice  eyes  absolutely  cold.  "No half-measures.  No  survivors.  We  burn  it  all  down and sort through the ashes later." 
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The plan took shape over the next three days. 

 

I'd reach out through a back channel—a lawyer who sometimes  worked  for  both  organizations,  neutral ground  for  communication.  Claim  I'd  managed  to escape  during a supply run to the compound. That I was  desperate,  scared,  willing  to  trade  information for protection. 

 

It  was  believable  because  it  had  been  true  once. Before  I'd  stopped  running.  Before  I'd  started fighting back. 

 

"He'll test you," Anton warned, running me through scenarios. "Ask questions only you would know. Try to trap you in contradictions." 

 

"So  I  stick  to  the  truth  as  much  as  possible.  I  was held at the compound. I worked on decrypting files. I was present at strategy meetings." I paused. "I just frame it as coercion instead of cooperation." 
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"And if he asks why you're coming to him now?" 

 

"Because  you're  losing.  Because  I'm  smart  enough to  see  which  way  the  wind  is  blowing.  Because  I want to be on the winning side." 

 

"Do you believe that?" 

 

I  met  his  ice-chip  eyes.  "No.  But  I  can  make  him believe I do." 

 

The night before the operation, I couldn't sleep. 

 

I  stood  on  the  balcony  off  my  room,  wrapped  in  a blanket  against  the  cold,  staring  at the city lights in the  distance.  Somewhere  out  there, Alexei Chernov was  planning  his  next  move.  Somewhere  out there, men were dying in a war I'd accidentally started. 
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And  tomorrow,  I'd  walk  straight  into  the  monster's lair and hope I'd learned enough to survive. 

 

"Can't sleep either?" Anton's voice startled me. 

 

I  turned.  He  stood  in  the  doorway,  dressed  in  dark pants  and  a  t-shirt,  looking  more  relaxed  than  I'd seen him in days. 

 

"Too much adrenaline," I admitted. 

 

He moved to stand beside me at the railing. We were quiet  for  a  long  moment,  both  staring  at  the  city, both thinking thoughts we weren't voicing. 

 

"You don't have to do this," he finally said. 
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"Yes, I do." 

 

"Why? This isn't your war. You didn't ask for any of this." 

 

"It  became my war the moment I grabbed that USB drive.  The  moment  I  ran.  The  moment  I  survived long enough to become useful." I turned to face him. "I'm not a victim anymore, Anton. I'm a participant. And participants choose their sides." 

 

"Have you? Chosen your side?" 

 

"I'm standing here, aren't I? Planning to risk my life to end a war that's killing your men, destroying your operations,  threatening  your  lives."  I  pulled  the blanket  tighter.  "What  side  do  you  think  I've chosen?" 
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"Ours,"  he  said  softly.  "But  I  need  to  hear  you  say it." 

 

"Why?" 

 

"Because  tomorrow,  you  walk  into  a  room  with  a man who will hurt you in ways you can't imagine if he  suspects  you're  lying.  Because  you'll  be  alone, surrounded  by  his  men,  with  nothing  but  your  wits and  our  tracking  signal.  Because—"  He  stopped, looked  away.  "Because  I  need  to  know  you're coming back." 

 

The  vulnerability  in  his  voice  caught  me off guard. Anton  was  always  so  controlled,  so  measured. Seeing  him  uncertain  was  like  seeing  a  crack  in marble. 

 

"I'm coming back," I said. "I promise." 
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"Don't make promises you can't keep." 

 

"Then  I'll make a different one: I'll fight like hell to come back. To survive. Because this life—your life, this family you've built—it's worth surviving for." 

 

He  turned  to  face  me  fully.  In  the  dim  light,  his features  were  all  sharp  angles  and  shadows. Beautiful and dangerous and somehow vulnerable. 

 

"What happens after?" he asked quietly. "If we win? If  Alexei  is  dead  and  the  war  ends  and  you're  still alive?" 

 

"I don't know. I haven't thought that far ahead." 

 

"Maybe you should." 
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"Why? Planning for a future I might not have seems like a waste of energy." 

 

"Or  it  gives  you  something  to  fight  for.  Something beyond just survival." 

 

I  considered  that.  Considered  what  a  future  might look like. After the war. After the Chernovs. After I stopped being cargo or leverage or bait. 

 

"What would you want?" I asked. "In that future?" 

 

He  was  quiet  for  so  long  I  thought  he  wouldn't answer.  Then:  "I'd  want  you  to  have  a choice. Real choice.  Not  survival-driven  desperation,  but  actual agency."  He  moved  closer,  until  we  were  sharing breath. "I'd want you to choose us because you want to. Not because you need to." 

 

"And if I choose to leave?" 
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Pain  flickered  across  his features. "Then we let you go.  Give  you  a  new  identity,  money  to start over, a chance at the normal life you wanted before all this." 

 

"That's  a  lie.  You'd  never  let  me  go.  I  know  too much." 

 

"You're right. It is a lie." His hand came up, cupped my face. "The truth is, I don't know if I could let you go.  Don't  know  if  any of us could. We've become... attached." 

 

"Attached," I repeated. "That's one word for it." 

 

"What's another?" 

 

I  thought  about  Dmitri's  desperate  kisses.  About Mikhail's  possessive  touches.  About the way Anton 
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looked  at  me  like  I  was  a  puzzle  he  desperately wanted to solve. 

 

"Obsessed,"  I  said  quietly.  "You've  become obsessed." 

 

"So have you." 

 

He  was  right.  I  had.  Obsessed  with  surviving,  yes. But  also  with  understanding  them.  With  being worthy of their protection. With earning my place in this dangerous family they'd built. 

 

"Is  that  wrong?"  I  asked.  "This  thing  between  us? All of us?" 

 

"Probably. But wrong doesn't make it less real." 
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He  kissed  me  then.  Different  from  Dmitri's desperate  hunger,  from  Mikhail's  claiming possession.  Anton  kissed  like  he  was  memorizing me.  Like  he  was  afraid  this  might  be  the  last  time. Like  he  was  trying  to  pour  every  unsaid  thing  into this moment. 

 

I  kissed  back  with  equal intensity, my hands fisting in  his  shirt,  pulling  him  closer.  If  this  was goodbye—if  tomorrow  ended  badly—I  wanted  to remember this. Wanted to carry the taste of him, the feel of him, into whatever came next. 

 

When we broke apart, we were both breathing hard. 

 

"Don't  die,"  he  whispered,  his  forehead  pressed against mine. 

 

"I'll try not to." 
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"That's  not  good  enough.  Come  back  to  us. To me. Promise me." 

 

"I already promised I'd fight like hell." 

 

"Then  fight  harder.  Because  if  you  die  tomorrow, I'll—"  His  voice  broke.  "I'll  burn  the  world  down. Every  Chernov,  every  ally,  every  person  who  had anything  to  do  with  it.  I'll  make  the  earth  scorched and empty and I won't feel one moment of remorse." 

 

The  intensity  of  his  words  should  have  scared  me. Instead,  they  made  me  feel  precious.  Protected. Worth burning the world for. 

 

"I won't die," I said. "I've come too far to die now." 

 

He  kissed  me  again,  softer  this  time.  Then  he released me, stepped back. 
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"Get  some  sleep.  Tomorrow  is  going  to  be  the longest day of your life." 

 

After he left, I stood alone on the balcony for a long time,  touching  my  lips,  wondering what the hell I'd become. 

 

A woman who kissed criminals. 

 

A woman who killed without hesitation. 

 

A woman who was about to walk into hell because it might save the people she—  

 

What? Cared about? Loved? 
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I didn't have words for what I felt. Just knew it was dangerous and consuming and worth dying for. 

 

So tomorrow, I'd walk into Alexei Chernov's trap. 

 

And I'd either come out victorious or burn trying. 

 

There was no middle ground. Not anymore. 

 

I'd chosen my side. 

 

Now I just had to survive the consequences.
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 Chapter Twelve 

 

She walks into the fire 

 

The     restaurant     was     exactly     what     I'd expected—expensive,  exclusive,  the  kind  of  place where  criminals  conducted  business  over  five-star meals  and  wine  that  cost  more  than  most  people's monthly rent. 

 

And it belonged to Alexei Chernov. 

 

Nothing  about  this  meeting  was  neutral.  That  was the point. 

 

I  was  supposed  to  be  desperate.  Powerless.  A woman  running  out  of  options  who'd  turned  to  her enemy because she had nowhere else to go. 
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The  wire  pressed  against  my  collarbone,  hidden under  the  high  neck  of  my  simple  black  dress. The GPS    tracker     was     embedded     in     my watch—expensive-looking,  a  gift  from  "Mikhail" that  I  was  supposedly  pawning  for  cash.  The  panic button  was  sewn  into  the  underwire  of  my  bra, disguised as a reinforcement stitch. 

 

Mikhail had left nothing to chance. 

 

"Three  teams,"  he'd  briefed  me  that  morning.  "One at the front entrance. One at the service exit. One on the roof of the building across the street with sniper coverage.  You  press  that  button,  we're  through  the doors in thirty seconds." 

 

"And if he jams the signal?" 
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"Then we're through the doors in thirty-one seconds, because  we'll  have  lost  your  GPS."  His  steel-gray eyes had held mine. "You don't have to do this." 

 

"Yes, I do." 

 

"Why?" 

 

Because  I'd  chosen  my  side.  Because  I'd  killed  for them.  Because  somewhere  along  the  way,  these three  dangerous  men  had  stopped being my captors and become something else entirely. 

 

But  I  hadn't  said  any  of  that. Just: "Because it's the right move." 

 

Dmitri  was  the  one  who  drove  me.  He'd  insisted, overruling  Mikhail's  suggestion  that  Anton  or  a driver  handle  it.  He'd  barely  spoken  during  the forty-minute  drive  into  the  city,  his  hands 
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white-knuckled  on  the  steering  wheel,  his  jaw locked tight. 

 

When  we  pulled  up  to  the  restaurant,  he  killed  the engine but didn't move. 

 

"You're sure about this?" he asked, his voice rough. 

 

"No. But I'm doing it anyway." 

 

"That's not reassuring." 

 

"Wasn't meant to be." 

 

We  sat  in  silence  for  a  moment.  I  could  feel  him wanting  to  say  something,  fighting  with  himself, torn  between  whatever  he  felt  and  whatever  he thought he should feel. 
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"You come back," he finally said, his hand shooting out  to  grab  my  wrist.  Not  hard  enough  to  hurt,  but firm  enough  that  I  couldn't  pull  away.  "You understand? You fucking come back." 

 

It  was  the  closest  he'd  come  to  admitting  he  cared. That  I  was  more  than  just  a  mission  or  a responsibility or cargo to protect. 

 

"I understand," I said quietly. 

 

"I mean it, Natalya. You press that button the second anything  feels  wrong.  Don't  be  a  hero.  Don't  try  to tough it out. Just get out." 

 

"Dmitri—" 

 

"Promise me." 
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I  met  his  dark  eyes,  saw  the  fear  and  fury  mixed together.  Saw  a  man  who'd  lost  too  much  already and couldn't stand to lose more. 

 

"I promise," I said. 

 

He  released  my  wrist,  but  his  hand  lingered  a moment, fingers ghosting over my pulse point. Then he pulled back, looked away. 

 

"Fifteen  minutes.  You're  not  out  in  fifteen  minutes, we're coming in." 

 

"Mikhail said thirty." 

 

"I  don't  give  a  fuck  what  Mikhail  said.  Fifteen minutes. Then all hell breaks loose." 
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I wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him that rushing in would  blow  the  whole  operation.  Instead,  I  just nodded,  opened  the  car  door,  and  stepped  out  into the cold evening air. 

 

The  restaurant  was  warm  inside.  Too  warm.  Like walking into a predator's mouth. 

 

Alexei was waiting at a table near the back. Private. Away from the windows. Strategically positioned so he could see anyone approaching. 

 

He  looked  exactly  as  I  remembered—handsome  in that  cruel,  aristocratic  way.  Dark  hair  perfectly styled.  Expensive  suit  that  probably  cost  more than my  old  life.  And  those  eyes. Dead eyes that looked at  me  like  I  was  a  particularly  interesting  insect  he was  deciding  whether  to  pin  to  a  board  or  crush under his heel. 
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"Natalya,"  he  said,  standing  as  I  approached.  "Or should I call you Anya?" 

 

So  he  knew  about  my  fake  identity.  Of  course  he did. 

 

"Call me whatever you want," I said, trying to sound tired. Defeated. "I'm past caring." 

 

"Are  you?"  He  gestured  to  the  chair  across  from him. "Sit. Let's talk like civilized people." 

 

I  sat,  every  nerve  in  my  body  screaming  at  me  to run.  The  wire  pressed  against  my  skin,  a  small comfort.  Mikhail  was  hearing  every  word.  Dmitri was monitoring from the car. Anton was with one of the teams, ready to breach. 

 

I wasn't alone. 

 

332

Even though it felt like I was. 

 

"Wine?"  Alexei  asked,  pouring  without  waiting  for an answer. "It's a 2015 Bordeaux. Quite good." 

 

"I don't drink." 

 

"Today  you  do."  He  pushed  the  glass  toward  me. "Humor me." 

 

I took a sip. It was good—smooth, complex, wasted on  my  terrified  palate.  But  I  forced  myself  to swallow, to nod appreciatively. 

 

"You're nervous," he observed. 

 

"I'm terrified." 
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"Good.  You  should  be."  He  sipped  his  own  wine, studying  me  over  the  rim.  "You  have  more information,  I'm  told.  Things  you  didn't  include  on the drive." 

 

"I do. But I want guarantees first." 

 

"Guarantees?" He actually laughed. "You're not in a position to negotiate." 

 

"Then you're not in a position to get what you want." 

 

His smile turned sharp. Dangerous. "I like you. You have spine. It'll be satisfying to break it." 

 

"You  keep  saying  that.  Like  you  think  threats  will make  me  compliant."  I  set  down  my  wine  glass carefully. "I've been threatened by experts. I've been 
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held  prisoner  by  men  who  could  kill  me  without blinking. You think you scare me?" 

 

"I  think  you're  terrified  and  trying  very  hard  to pretend  otherwise."  He  leaned  forward.  "I  think you're  desperate.  That  Volkov  and  his  dogs  are losing  this  war  and  you're  smart  enough  to  see which way the wind is blowing. So you came to me, hoping  I'd be foolish enough to believe you want to help." 

 

My blood ran cold, but I kept my expression neutral. "I don't know what—" 

 

"Don't  insult  my  intelligence."  He  signaled  to  his men—two  of  them,  standing  by  the  exits.  "The question  is  whether  you  came  here  willingly  or whether they sent you to die." 

 

This  was  it.  The  moment  where  everything  either fell apart or came together. 
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The  panic  button  was  two  seconds  away.  I  could trigger it now, have Mikhail's team crash through the doors, extract me in the chaos. 

 

But I thought of Anton's words: Don't die. 

 

Of Dmitri's: You fucking come back. 

 

Of  Mikhail's  calculating  gaze  as  he'd  briefed  me: Make him believe you. 

 

"I came willingly," I heard myself say. "Because I'm tired of being a pawn." 

 

"So  you  want  to  be  a  queen?"  Alexei  leaned  back, amused.  "Ambitious.  But  this  isn't  a  fairy  tale, kotyonok. There are no crowns. Only corpses." 
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"Then I'll take the crown from a corpse." 

 

The  words  came  from  somewhere  deep  inside  me. Some  part  that  had  been  forged  in  fire  these  past months. That had learned to fight, to kill, to survive. 

 

That had stopped being afraid. 

 

I don't know what possessed me. Don't know where the  insanity  came  from.  But  before  I  could  think better  of  it,  I  reached  across  the  table,  grabbed  the knife  next  to  Alexei's  plate,  and  pressed  it  to  his throat. 

 

His  guards  drew  weapons  instantly.  I heard safeties clicking  off,  heard  Dmitri's  voice  screaming  in  my ear through the wire: "Natalya, what the fuck—" 
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But  I  was  focused  on  Alexei.  On  the  way  his  dead eyes  had  suddenly  come  alive.  On  the  pulse hammering in his throat under the blade. 

 

"Call  them  off,"  I  said  quietly.  "Or  we  both  die here." 

 

For  a  moment,  no one moved. The entire restaurant seemed to hold its breath. 

 

Then  Alexei  laughed.  Actually  laughed.  "You're bleeding insane." 

 

"Maybe. Call them off." 

 

He  did.  Gestured  with  one  hand,  and  his  guards lowered their weapons. Confused. Uncertain. 
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And  I  realized  something  crucial:  Alexei  Chernov wasn't  afraid  of  death. He was bored with life. This moment—this  genuine  unpredictability,  this woman with  a  knife  at  his  throat—was  the  most  alive  he'd felt in years. 

 

"What  do  you  want?"  he  asked,  his  voice  steady despite the blade pressing into his skin. 

 

"A  truce.  Real  one.  No  more  hunting  me. No more war  with  Mikhail's  organization.  You  keep  your territory, they keep theirs, and I disappear." 

 

"And why would I agree to that?" 

 

"Because  I'm  the  only  interesting  thing  that's happened  to  you  in  months."  I  pressed  the  knife  a fraction  harder,  felt  his  skin  give,  saw  a  bead  of blood  well  up.  "Kill  me,  and  you  go  back  to  being bored.  Let  me  live,  and  you get to wonder what I'll do next." 
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It was insane logic. Completely insane. 

 

But I could see it working. See the calculation in his eyes. The entertainment value of letting me live. 

 

"One  month,"  he said slowly. "A ceasefire. We stop hitting  Volkov's  operations.  He  stops  hitting  ours. You disappear somewhere we won't look." His smile was sharp. "Then all bets are off." 

 

"Three months," I countered. 

 

"One." 

 

"Two." 

 

"One and a half. Final offer." 

340

I  considered  it.  Six  weeks.  Six  weeks  to  shore  up defenses,  plan  a  counter-offensive,  turn  the  tide  of this war. 

 

"Deal," I said, releasing the knife. 

 

Alexei rubbed his throat, examined the blood on his fingers. "You're either very brave or very stupid." 

 

"Same thing sometimes." 

 

He  laughed  again—genuinely this time. "Get out of here. Before I change my mind." 

 

I  stood  slowly,  expecting  a  bullet  in  the  back  with every  step.  But  I  made  it  to  the  door.  Made  it outside. Made it to the car where Dmitri sat with the engine running, his face white with fury and fear. 
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The  moment  I  was  inside,  he  gunned  the  engine, peeling  away  from  the  curb  like  we  were  being chased by demons. 

 

"What the fuck was that?" he roared. 

 

"Negotiation." 

 

"That  was  insanity!  You  pulled  a  knife  on  him!  In his own restaurant! With his men right there!" 

 

"And it worked." 

 

"You could have died!" 
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"But  I  didn't."  I  was  shaking  now,  adrenaline crashing  through  my  system.  "I  didn't  die.  I  got  us time." 

 

"Time that's useless if you're dead!" He slammed his hand  against  the  steering  wheel.  "Do  you  have  any idea—any  fucking  idea—what  it  was  like  listening to  that?  Hearing  you  hold  a  knife  to  his  throat  and knowing  if  anything  went  wrong,  I'd have to watch you die?" 

 

"You  wouldn't  have  watched.  You'd  have  come  in shooting." 

 

"That's not the fucking point!" 

 

"Then what is?" 

 

He  didn't  answer.  Just  drove,  his  jaw  locked,  his hands white-knuckled on the wheel. 
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We  made  it  back  to  the  compound  in  record  time. Mikhail  was  waiting  in  the  war  room,  Anton standing  beside  him.  Both  looked  like  they'd  aged ten years in the past hour. 

 

"Explain," Mikhail said, his voice dangerously soft. 

 

So  I  did.  Told  them  about  the  conversation,  about Alexei's  accusation,  about  the  knife  and  the negotiation and the temporary truce. 

 

When I finished, silence filled the room. 

 

"You just bought us six weeks," Mikhail finally said. "Six  weeks  to  prepare.  To  fortify.  To  plan  a  strike that will end this permanently." 
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"Or  six  weeks  for  them  to  prepare,"  Anton countered.  "Alexei  Chernov  is  a  lot  of  things,  but stupid  isn't  one  of  them.  He  knows  we'll  use  this time against him." 

 

"So  will  he.  But  at  least  we're  on  even  footing." Mikhail  looked  at  me, something like respect in his steel-gray  eyes.  "You  took  an  insane  risk.  It  could have gotten you killed." 

 

"But it didn't." 

 

"No.  It  didn't."  He  poured  vodka,  passed  glasses around. "To insane risks that somehow work out." 

 

We  drank.  The  vodka  burned,  grounding  me  in  the moment. 

 

"There's  something  else,"  I  said,  setting  down  my glass. "Something I realized in that restaurant." 
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"What?" Anton asked. 

 

"I'm not afraid of Alexei anymore. I was, at the start. Terrified.  But  when  I  held  that  knife  to  his  throat, when I looked in his eyes..." I paused, trying to find the  words.  "I  saw  someone  who's  already  dead inside. Someone who's just waiting for something or someone  to  end  it.  He's  not  a  threat  because  he's strong. He's a threat because he has nothing to lose." 

 

"That  makes  him  more dangerous, not less," Dmitri argued. 

 

"Or  it  makes  him  predictable.  He  doesn't  want  to win  this  war.  He  wants  to  feel  alive.  And  the  only thing making him feel alive right now is me." 

 

Mikhail  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  fingers  steepled under his chin. "You're saying he's obsessed." 
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"I'm  saying  he  sees  me  as  a  puzzle.  As entertainment.  And  as  long  as  I'm  interesting,  he won't  kill  me."  I  met  Mikhail's  gaze.  "We  can  use that." 

 

"How?" 

 

"I don't know yet. But there's a weakness there. And weaknesses can be exploited." 

 

Anton  moved  to  the  window,  stared  out  at  the darkening  grounds.  "You've  changed,"  he  said quietly.  "The  woman  who  ran  from  Moscow wouldn't have pulled a knife on a mafia heir." 

 

"The  woman  who  ran  from  Moscow  died  in  that warehouse," I said. "I'm what's left." 
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"And what's that?" 

 

I  thought  about  it.  About  the  bruises  from  training. About  the  man  I'd  killed.  About  holding  a  knife  to Alexei Chernov's throat and feeling nothing but cold calculation. 

 

"Someone  dangerous,"  I  finally  said.  "Someone who's stopped being afraid." 

 

Dmitri  made  a  sound  that  might  have  been  a laugh or a sob. "You're going to give us all heart attacks." 

 

"Better than giving you funerals." 

 

Despite everything, he smiled. "True." 
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That  night,  I  lay  in  bed,  unable  to  sleep,  replaying the meeting in my head. 

 

The moment I'd grabbed the knife. 

 

The feel of Alexei's pulse under the blade. 

 

The realization that I wasn't afraid anymore. 

 

I should have been horrified at myself. Should have recognized  the  warning  signs  of  becoming something monstrous. 

 

Instead, I felt powerful. 

 

For  months,  I'd  been running. Hiding. Surviving by the skin of my teeth and the mercy of men who had no reason to show mercy. 
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Now I was doing more than surviving. 

 

I was fighting back. 

 

I was becoming someone who could stand toe-to-toe with monsters and make them blink first. 

 

I was becoming dangerous. 

 

And the most terrifying part? 

 

I liked it. 

 

The  power.  The  control.  The  knowledge  that  I'd looked death in the face and negotiated with it. 
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I'd  crossed  a  line  tonight.  Not  the  line  between victim and survivor—I'd crossed that months ago. 

 

This  was  different.  This  was  the  line  between surviving and thriving. Between accepting the world as it was and bending it to my will. 

 

I'd become a player instead of a pawn. 

 

A queen instead of cargo. 

 

And there was no going back. 

 

Tomorrow,  we'd  start  planning.  Using  the  time  I'd bought to prepare for the final confrontation. To end this war once and for all. 

 

But tonight, I let myself feel what I'd accomplished. 
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I'd walked into fire and come out stronger. 

 

I'd faced my fear and conquered it. 

 

I'd chosen my side and made my stand. 

 

And I'd survived. 

 

That was enough. 

 

For now.
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 Chapter Thirteen 

 

She claims her power 

 

The  ceasefire  transformed  the  compound  from  a fortress under siege to something almost resembling normal. 

 

Almost. 

 

Mikhail  used  the  breathing  room  to  shore  up defenses—reinforcing       security       protocols, reestablishing  supply  chains  the  Chernovs  had disrupted,  rebuilding  alliances  that  had  fractured under  pressure.  I  watched  him  work  eighteen-hour days, surviving on black tea and sheer force of will, turning  chaos  back  into  order  through  nothing  but calculated determination. 
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Dmitri trained new recruits—men who'd come to us during the war, seeking protection or purpose or just a  paycheck.  He  was  brutal  with  them,  demanding perfection,  accepting  nothing  less  than  absolute competence. But they respected him for it. Followed him with the kind of loyalty that couldn't be bought. 

 

Anton worked the diplomatic channels, reaching out to  neutral  organizations,  reminding  allies  why supporting  us  was  in  their  best  interest.  He  was smooth  where  Mikhail was sharp, persuasive where Dmitri  was  forceful.  The  velvet  glove  to  their  iron fists. 

 

And me? 

 

I became something I'd never expected: an advisor. 

 

It  started  small.  Mikhail  would  run  an  idea  past me—testing  my  reaction,  gauging  my  thoughts.  I'd offer a perspective, point out something he'd missed, 
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challenge  an  assumption.  He'd  argue  with me—sometimes for hours—but he'd listen. 

 

Then  Dmitri  started  asking  my  opinion  on  tactical deployments.  Which  routes  were  most  vulnerable. Where  guards  should  be  positioned.  How  to maximize coverage with limited resources. 

 

Anton sought my input on communications—how to phrase  certain  messages,  which  cultural  nuances  to consider,  how  to  read  between  the  lines  of diplomatic double-speak. 

 

I was no longer cargo. No longer even an asset in the traditional sense. 

 

I was part of the team. 

 

The  shift  was  so  gradual I almost didn't notice. But one  morning,  I  walked  into  a  strategy  meeting  and 
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realized all three men had been waiting for me. That they'd  delayed  starting  until  I  arrived.  That  my absence would have been noted, felt, mourned. 

 

I'd stopped being the woman they were protecting. 

 

I'd become the woman they were working with. 

 

The realization was intoxicating. 

 

But with it came complications. 

 

The  lines  between  professional  and  personal  had always  been  blurred.  Now  they  were  practically nonexistent. 

 

I'd  catch  Mikhail  watching  me during meetings, his steel-gray  eyes  tracking  my  movements  with  an 
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intensity that had nothing to do with strategy. Would feel  Dmitri's  presence  like  a  physical  touch  even when  he  wasn't  in  the  room.  Would  find  Anton beside  me  at  odd  moments,  his  winter-ice  eyes seeing  too much, understanding more than I wanted him to. 

 

The  tension  built  like  a  storm  gathering.  Electric. Inevitable. 

 

It finally broke on a Tuesday night, three weeks into the ceasefire. 

 

I  found  Mikhail  in  his  study—his  usual  position, bent  over  his  laptop,  surrounded  by  reports  and spreadsheets  and  the  detritus  of  running  a  criminal empire.  The  desk  lamp  cast  harsh  shadows  across his  face,  highlighting  the  exhaustion  in  the  lines around his eyes. 

 

"When do you sleep?" I asked from the doorway. 
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He didn't look up. "When I'm dead." 

 

"That's not sustainable." 

 

"Nothing  about  this  life  is  sustainable."  He  rubbed his  eyes,  finally  glancing  at  me.  "What  are  you doing up? It's past two." 

 

"Couldn't  sleep.  Thought  I'd  check  if you were still human  or  if  you'd  fully  transformed  into  a spreadsheet." 

 

His lips twitched. Almost a smile. "Jury's still out." 

 

I  moved  into  the  room,  closed  the  door behind me. Approached  his  desk  slowly,  giving  him  time  to object,  to  send  me  away,  to  maintain  the professional distance we'd been clinging to. 
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He didn't. 

 

I  moved  behind  his  chair,  placed  my  hands  on  his shoulders.  Felt  him  tense  under  my  touch—every muscle going rigid, like my fingers were electric. 

 

"What are you doing?" His voice was rough. 

 

"Helping." I started massaging his shoulders, feeling the knots of tension, the stress carried in muscle and bone. "Relax." 

 

"I don't—" 

 

"Mikhail. Relax." 
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For  a  moment,  I  thought  he'd  refuse.  Would  stand up,  put  distance  between  us,  remind  me  of  all  the reasons this was inappropriate. 

 

Instead,  he  leaned  back,  closed  his  eyes, surrendered. 

 

The trust in that gesture stole my breath. 

 

I  worked  my  fingers  into  the  tension,  finding pressure  points, easing knots. He made a sound low in his throat—part groan, part sigh. The intimacy of it sent heat pooling in my belly. 

 

"You're  dangerous,"  he  murmured,  his  head  falling forward. 

 

"So are you." 
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"That's  different.  I'm  supposed  to  be  dangerous. You..." He trailed off. 

 

"What about me?" 

 

"You're  supposed  to  be  safe.  Careful.  Not  someone who  holds  knives  to  mafia  heirs'  throats  or  walks into  my  study  at  two  in  the  morning  putting  your hands on me." 

 

"Would you prefer I stop?" 

 

Silence. Then: "No." 

 

My hands stilled. "Mikhail—" 

 

He  moved.  Fast.  Spinning  in  his  chair,  pulling  me forward  until  I  stumbled  into  him,  catching  myself 
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with  hands  on  his  armrests.  We  were  face-to-face now,  sharing  breath,  so  close  I  could  see  the  gold flecks in his gray eyes. 

 

"Do  you  have  any idea," he said quietly, "how hard it's  been?  Watching  you.  Working  with  you. Knowing I can't—" 

 

"Can't what?" 

 

"This." 

 

He pulled me into his lap, his mouth finding mine in a  kiss  that  was  nothing  like  Anton's  tender exploration  or  Dmitri's  desperate  hunger.  Mikhail kissed  like  he  was  staking  a  claim.  Like  I  was territory to be conquered, possessed, owned. 
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I  should  have  been  offended.  Should  have  pushed back  against  the possessiveness, the dominance, the absolute certainty that I was his. 

 

Instead,  I  melted  into  it.  Kissed  back  with  equal intensity,  my  hands  fisting  in  his  hair,  pulling  him closer. 

 

We  broke  apart  breathing  hard.  His  hands  had migrated  to  my  waist,  holding  me  in  place  on  his lap.  My  dress  had  ridden  up,  his  fingers  splayed across my bare thigh, hot against my skin. 

 

"This  is  a  terrible  idea,"  he  said, even as his thumb traced circles on my hip. 

 

"Probably." 

 

"We have rules. Boundaries. Lines we don't cross." 
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"And which line is this?" 

 

"All  of  them."  His  forehead  pressed  against  mine. "You're  dangerous,  Natalya.  You  make  me  want things I can't have." 

 

"Like what?" 

 

"Like  keeping  you.  Like  building  something  that isn't  just  survival  and  strategy.  Like—"  He  stopped himself. Reset. "It doesn't matter. We can't do this." 

 

"Why not?" 

 

"Because I'm not good at sharing. Never have been. And you..." His gray eyes searched mine. "You have ties  to  Dmitri.  To  Anton. I can see it. Feel it. And I don't know if I can handle that." 
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"So you want me to choose." 

 

"I  want  you  to  be  mine.  Completely.  Exclusively." His grip tightened. "But I know that's not fair. Know you didn't ask for any of this. Know that whatever's between  us  is  complicated  by  every  other  thing happening." 

 

I cupped his face, forced him to look at me. "What if I don't want to choose?" 

 

"Then you're asking for something impossible." 

 

"Maybe. Or maybe we redefine what's possible." 

 

Before he could respond, I kissed him again. Poured everything  into  it—want  and  confusion  and  the 
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absolute  certainty  that  I  couldn't  imagine  my  life without him in it anymore. 

 

When we finally broke apart, we were both shaking. 

 

"This doesn't solve anything," Mikhail said. 

 

"I know." 

 

"It makes everything more complicated." 

 

"I know that too." 

 

"But you're not running." 

 

"I'm done running." 

 

366

We  stayed  like  that  for  a  long  time—me in his lap, his  arms  around  me,  both  of  us  breathing  too  fast and thinking too hard. Eventually, I moved to leave, to  go  back  to  my room before someone noticed my absence. 

 

He caught my wrist. "Stay. Just for a while." 

 

So  I  did.  Curled  up on the couch in his study while he worked, occasionally glancing over to make sure I was still there, still real. 

 

When  I  finally  left,  dawn  was  breaking.  My  dress was wrinkled, my lips swollen, my hair a mess. 

 

And I knew everyone would know. 
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Dmitri  confronted me first. I'd barely made it to my room  when  he  appeared  in  the  doorway,  his  dark eyes  taking  in  my  disheveled  appearance, understanding instantly. 

 

"Mikhail," he said. Not a question. 

 

"Yes." 

 

His jaw tightened. "And me?" 

 

"Also yes." 

 

"This  is fucked up, Maya." The nickname—my real name,  the  one  he  only  used  in  private moments—landed soft despite his harsh tone. 

 

"I know." 
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"We  can't share you. That's not... that's not how this works." 

 

"Why not?" 

 

He  stared  at  me  like  I'd  grown  a  second  head. "Because  people  don't  share.  Because  jealousy exists. Because one of us will eventually want more than  the  others  are  willing  to  give  and  it'll  tear everything apart." 

 

"Or  maybe  it  won't.  Maybe  we  figure  out  a way to make it work." 

 

"That's insane." 

 

"So is most of this life. But we do it anyway." 
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He  moved  closer,  crowding  my  space,  his presence overwhelming. "I don't know if I can do this. Watch you  be with him. With Anton. Know that when you leave my bed, you're going to theirs." 

 

"Then  don't  watch.  Don't  think  about  it.  Just...  be with  me  when  we're  together  and  trust  that  it's enough." 

 

"Is it? Enough?" 

 

I didn't know how to answer that. Didn't know if any of  this  was  enough or too much or exactly what we all needed. 

 

"I  can't  promise  you  forever,"  I  said  quietly.  "Can't promise  exclusivity  or  a  normal  relationship or any of  the  things  people  usually  promise.  But  I  can promise  that  what  I  feel  for  you  is  real.  That when I'm with you, I'm completely yours." 
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"And when you're with them?" 

 

"Then I'm completely theirs." 

 

He  made  a  sound  of  frustration.  "That's  not  how hearts work." 

 

"Maybe not. But it's how mine does." 

 

The conversation with Anton was different. Quieter. More painful in its honesty. 

 

I  found  him  in  the  library—his refuge, the place he went  when  the  violence  and  chaos  got  to  be  too much.  He  was reading poetry, as always. Pushkin, I thought, from the Cyrillic on the page. 
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He  looked  up  when  I  entered,  his  winter-ice  eyes seeing  everything.  The  wrinkled  dress.  The  marks on my neck I hadn't managed to hide. The guilt and defiance mixed together on my face. 

 

"Mikhail," he said simply. 

 

"Yes." 

 

"I  knew  it  was  coming.  The  tension  between  you two was..." He closed the book. "I won't compete for you." 

 

"I'm  not  asking  you  to  compete.  I'm  asking  you  to stay." 

 

"Even  though  you're  with  them  too?  With  Dmitri and Mikhail?" 
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"Especially  because  I'm  with  them  too."  I  moved closer, sat in the chair across from him. "Anton, I'm not asking you to share me in a traditional sense. I'm asking  you  to  accept  that  my  heart  is  complicated. That I can care for all three of you in different ways, for different reasons." 

 

"That's not how love works." 

 

"Maybe not. But it's how mine works." 

 

He  was  quiet  for  a  long  time,  his  expression unreadable. Then: "This can't end well." 

 

"Nothing in this life ends well. But we're alive now. Doesn't that count for something?" 

 

"It  counts  for  everything."  He  stood,  moved  to where I sat, cupped my face with gentle hands. "But I  need  you  to  understand  something.  If  this  falls 
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apart—when  it  falls  apart—it  won't  just  hurt  you. It'll  hurt  all  of  us.  And  it  might destroy what we've built." 

 

"I know." 

 

"And you're willing to risk that?" 

 

"Are you?" 

 

He didn't answer. Just leaned down, pressed a kiss to my forehead. Tender. Devastating. 

 

"You're going to break all our hearts," he whispered. 

 

"Or you'll break mine." 
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"Probably both." 

 

Over the next week, we fell into an uneasy détente. 

 

No  formal  arrangement.  No  rules.  No  schedule  or structure. 

 

Just  four  people  circling  each  other, wanting things they  shouldn't,  trying  to  navigate  territory  that  had no map. 

 

Some  nights,  I'd  find  myself  in  Mikhail's  study, working  late  beside  him,  the  silence  between  us comfortable and charged in equal measure. He'd pull me into his lap at random moments, kiss me like he was  trying  to  prove  I  was real, then release me and go back to work as if nothing had happened. 

 

Other  nights,  Dmitri  would  appear at my door after training,  sweaty  and  exhausted  and  needing 
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something  I  couldn't  quite  name.  We'd fall into bed together,  seeking  comfort  and  connection  in  the most  primal  way,  then  lie  tangled  afterward,  not talking, just existing. 

 

Anton was different. He courted me with books and conversation  and  quiet  moments  stolen  between chaos.  Would  read  to  me  in  Russian,  his  voice turning  the  words  into  music.  Would  bring  me  tea exactly how I liked it without ever asking. Would sit with me on the balcony, both of us watching the city lights, both of us thinking thoughts we didn't voice. 

 

It  should  have  been  a  disaster.  Should  have  bred jealousy     and     resentment     and     explosive confrontation. 

 

Instead, it somehow worked. 

 

Maybe  because  we  were  all  damaged  in  our  own ways.  Maybe  because  we'd  been  through  too  much together  to  let  something  as  simple  as jealousy tear 
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us  apart.  Maybe  because  in  this  world  where  death was constant and survival uncertain, we'd learned to take comfort wherever we could find it. 

 

Or maybe we were all just insane. 

 

The  month  was  winding  down.  Three  more  days until  Alexei's  ceasefire  expired.  Three  more  days until  the  war  resumed  and  everything  we'd  built came crashing down. 

 

Mikhail  called  a  final  strategy  meeting.  All  of  us gathered  in  the  war  room—the  three  men  who'd become my whole world, and me, the woman who'd somehow become essential to their survival. 

 

"We  have  seventy-two hours," Mikhail said, pulling up maps and reports on the large screen. "After that, Alexei will move. We need to be ready." 
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"More than ready," Anton added. "We need to move first." 

 

"Agreed.  Which  is  why  I've  been  planning something."  Mikhail  looked  at me. "Something that requires Natalya's cooperation." 

 

"What kind of cooperation?" I asked. 

 

His  steel-gray  eyes  held  mine.  "The  dangerous kind." 

 

And I knew—absolutely knew—that whatever came next would change everything. 

 

That  the  fragile  peace  we'd  built  was  about  to shatter. 
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That the war wasn't over. 

 

It was just beginning.
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 Chapter Fourteen 

 

The war returns 

 

Alexei Chernov didn't wait for the month to end. 

 

Three  days  early—three  days  before  the  ceasefire officially expired—he struck. 

 

I  was  with  Anton  in the library when Mikhail burst in,  his  face  carved from stone, his phone pressed to his ear. The way he looked at us made my blood run cold. 

 

"How  many?"  he  asked  into  the  phone.  A  pause. "Christ. I'll be there in twenty minutes." 
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He  hung  up,  and  the  silence  that  followed  was suffocating. 

 

"The nightclub," he said flatly. "Velocity. They hit it with  Molotov  cocktails  during  peak  hours.  Seven dead  so  far.  Fifteen  injured.  The  building's  still burning." 

 

The  photos  came  through  on  his  phone  moments later.  He  didn't  want  to  show  me—I  could  see  the hesitation in his eyes—but I took the phone from his hand anyway. 

 

Bodies.  Smoke.  Flames.  People  I'd  probably  never met,  dead  because  of  a  war  I'd  accidentally  started by grabbing a USB drive I'd never meant to steal. 

 

"I  should've  killed  him  when  I  had  the  chance,"  I whispered,  staring  at  the  charred  remains  of  what had  been  a  person.  "When  I  had  that  knife  at  his throat. I should've pushed harder." 
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"You  couldn't  have,"  Mikhail  said,  his  voice  gentle despite  the  fury  radiating  from  him.  "Not  then. There  were  too  many  variables.  Too  many  guns pointed at you. You'd have died too." 

 

"At least it would have been over." 

 

"No."  His  hand  closed  over  mine,  taking the phone back.  "It would have just started sooner. This—" he gestured  at  the  photos  "—this  was  always  coming. Alexei  doesn't  know  how  to exist without violence. Peace was never an option." 

 

"Then what was the point of the ceasefire?" 

 

"To prepare. To get ready for this." He pocketed his phone,  his  steel-gray  eyes  meeting  mine.  "Now  we end this." 
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"How?" 

 

"The  same  way  we  planned.  We  use  his  obsession against him one last time." 

 

The final strategy session lasted six hours. 

 

Mikhail laid out the plan with surgical precision. I'd reach  out  to  Alexei  through  the  same  back  channel we'd  used  before.  Claim I was leaving Russia—had secured  passage  on  a  cargo  ship  out  of  Saint Petersburg.  Offer  him  one  final  meeting  to  say goodbye.  Maybe  even  hint  that  I  had  more information I'd be willing to trade for safe passage. 

 

It  was  transparent.  Obvious.  A  trap  so  clear  even a child could see it. 

 

"He'll  know," Dmitri said, pacing the war room like a caged animal. "He'll know it's a setup." 
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"Of course he will," Anton agreed. "But he won't be able to resist. His ego won't allow it." 

 

"So he'll bring an army." 

 

"So  will  we,"  Mikhail  said calmly. "The warehouse by  the  docks.  Same  general  location  as  the  factory, but  more  open.  Multiple  entry  points.  Easier  to control the battlefield." 

 

"This  is  scorched  earth,"  Anton  observed,  his winter-ice eyes fixed on the maps. "Once we do this, there's no walking it back. We're committing to total war.  The Chernovs, their allies, everyone connected to them—they'll all come for us." 

 

"Was there ever another option?" I asked quietly. 
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Silence  answered  me.  Because  we  all  knew  the truth:  This  was  always  going  to  end  in  blood.  The only  question  had  been  when  and  where  and  how many bodies would pile up before it was over. 

 

"He'll  expect  an  ambush,"  Dmitri  continued,  still pacing.  "He'll  position  snipers,  have  escape  routes planned, probably wear body armor." 

 

"Good,"  Mikhail  said.  "Let  him  feel  prepared.  Let him  think  he's  accounted  for  every  variable.  And then  we'll  show  him  what  real  preparation  looks like." 

 

The plan was brutal in its simplicity. Overwhelming force.  No  mercy.  No  prisoners.  We'd  end  the Chernov bratva in one night or die trying. 

 

"What  about  Pavel?"  I  asked.  "Alexei's  father.  He's still the head of the organization." 
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"Pavel will be at a charity gala tomorrow night. Very public.  Very  visible.  With  witnesses  and  security cameras.  When  news  breaks  that  his  son  is  dead, he'll  be  surrounded  by  police  and  officials  who'll make  sure  he can't immediately retaliate." Mikhail's smile was cold. "By the time he's free to move, we'll have  already  consolidated  our position and fortified our defenses. He'll be fighting uphill." 

 

"And if he's not at the gala?" 

 

"Then  Anton  has  a  secondary  team  positioned outside  Pavel's  residence.  Either  way,  he  won't interfere tomorrow night." 

 

It  was  comprehensive.  Thorough.  The  kind  of  plan that took into account every possible contingency. 

 

It was also likely to get us all killed. 
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That night, sleep was impossible. I lay in bed staring at  the  ceiling,  knowing  tomorrow  might  be  my last day  alive.  Knowing  I  was  walking  into  a  situation designed to end in violence and death. Knowing that even  if  we  won,  I'd  likely  have  more  blood  on  my hands. 

 

And knowing I'd do it anyway. 

 

Around  midnight,  I  gave  up  on  sleep.  Pulled  on clothes  and  wandered  the  compound,  not  really looking for anything, just needing to move. 

 

I  found  Dmitri  in  the  gym,  illuminated  by  a  single overhead  light,  attacking  a  heavy  bag  with  focused fury.  Each  punch  landed with devastating force, the bag  swinging  wildly,  the  chain  holding  it  groaning with the impact. 

 

"Can't sleep either?" I asked from the doorway. 
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He  didn't  stop.  "Sleep  is  for  people  who  aren't planning murder." 

 

I  watched  him  for  a  while.  The  sweat  soaking through  his  shirt.  The  way  his  muscles  coiled  and released with each strike. The barely controlled rage in every movement. 

 

"Do you regret it?" I finally asked. "Any of it?" 

 

He  stopped  mid-punch,  the  bag  still  swinging. "Which  part?  Keeping  you  alive?  Falling  for  you? Planning to massacre my enemies tomorrow?" 

 

"All of it." 

 

He  turned  to  face  me, breathing hard, his dark eyes reflecting the harsh overhead light. "No. Even if this kills  us  all  tomorrow—even  if  we  walk  into  that 
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warehouse  and  none  of  us  walk  out—no.  I  don't regret a damn thing." 

 

"Not even me?" 

 

"Especially not you." He grabbed a towel, wiped the sweat  from  his  face.  "You're  the  only  thing  about this  life  that  makes  sense.  The  only  thing  worth protecting. Worth dying for." 

 

"Don't—" 

 

"I mean it, Natalya. If it comes down to your life or mine  tomorrow,  I  choose  yours.  Every  time.  No hesitation." 

 

The  certainty  in  his  voice  stole  my  breath.  "That's not fair. You don't get to decide that." 

 

389

"Too  bad.  Already  decided."  He  moved  closer, crowding  my  space,  his  presence  overwhelming.  "I love you. I know I'm not supposed to say it, know it complicates  everything,  but  I'm  done  pretending.  I love  you.  And  if  tomorrow  is  my  last  day,  I  want you to know it." 

 

I  should  have  said  it  back.  Should  have  told  him what  was  becoming  increasingly  obvious—that  I loved  him  too.  Loved  all  three of them in different, complicated, impossible ways. 

 

Instead, I kissed him. Poured everything into it that I couldn't voice. 

 

We  ended  up  in  his room, tangled together, seeking comfort  and  connection  in  the  most  primal  way.  It was  raw  and  desperate  and  shaped  like  goodbye. Like  we  were  both  afraid  we'd  never  get  another chance. 
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After, he held me like I was the only solid thing in a world gone liquid. His fingers traced idle patterns on my skin. His breath was warm against my neck. 

 

"Come  back  tomorrow,"  he  whispered.  "Whatever happens, whatever it takes, come back." 

 

"I will." 

 

"Promise me." 

 

"I promise." 

 

It  was  a  lie.  We  both  knew  it.  Promises  like  that were  impossible  to  keep  when  you  were  walking into  war.  But  we  needed  the  lie. Needed the fiction of certainty in a world of chaos. 
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I  left  before  dawn,  pressed  a  kiss  to  his  forehead, whispered "I love you" too quietly for him to hear. 

 

I  found  Anton  on  the  balcony  off  the  library, watching  the  sun rise over the compound. He didn't turn when I joined him, just shifted slightly to make room. 

 

We  stood  in  silence,  both  watching  light  paint  the sky in shades of pink and gold. Beautiful. Deceptive. A lie that promised a new day when we all knew this might be our last. 

 

"I  see you," Anton said quietly. "Not the scared girl who  ran  from  Moscow.  Not  the  queen  you're pretending to be. Not the weapon we've made you. I see you. The woman underneath all of it." 

 

"What do you see?" 
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"Someone worth dying for." 

 

"Don't you dare." 

 

"Can't  promise  that."  He  finally  looked  at  me,  his winter-ice  eyes  soft  in  the  dawn  light.  "If  it  comes down  to  a  choice  tomorrow—my  life  or  yours—I choose yours. Need you to know that." 

 

"That's not your choice to make." 

 

"It  is.  And  I've  made  it."  He  pulled  me  close, wrapped  his  arms  around  me  from  behind,  both  of us facing the sunrise. "Whatever happens tomorrow, I  need  you  to  know:  You  saved  me.  Not physically—though  you've  done  that  too.  But  you reminded  me  why  I'm  alive.  What  I'm  fighting  for. You  gave  me  something  worth  protecting  beyond just territory and power." 
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I  leaned  back  against  him,  feeling  his  heartbeat against my spine. Steady. Strong. Alive. 

 

"Come  back  tomorrow,"  he whispered into my hair. "Please." 

 

"I will." 

 

Another  lie.  Another  impossible  promise.  But  he needed it, so I gave it. 

 

With  Mikhail,  it  was  different.  Longer.  A conversation  that  lasted  hours,  sitting  in  his  study, drinking tea that had long since gone cold. 

 

We  discussed  contingencies.  Backup  plans  for  the backup plans. What to do if I was captured. How to signal  if  I  was  in  immediate  danger.  Where  the extraction teams would be positioned. 
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It  was  clinical.  Professional.  But  underneath  ran  a current of something deeper. 

 

"I  never  wanted  this  for  you,"  he  finally  said  as dawn approached. 

 

"What did you want?" 

 

"For  you  to  stay  small. Stay safe. Stay forgettable." He  set  down  his  teacup, his steel-gray eyes holding mine. "I wanted you to remain that scared translator who'd  stumbled  into  the  wrong  place  at  the  wrong time.  Someone  I  could  set  up  with  a  new  identity and forget about." 

 

"Would you have preferred I stayed scared?" 
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"Yes.  Because  scared  women  don't  walk  into  fires. They  don't  hold knives to mafia heirs' throats. They don't  insist  on  being  bait  in  operations  designed  to end in bloodshed." He stood, moved around the desk until  he  was  standing  in  front  of  me.  "But  you refused  to  stay  scared.  Refused  to  be  small.  And you're magnificent when you burn." 

 

His  hands  framed  my  face,  tilted it up. "Tomorrow, you're  going  to  walk  into  hell.  And  I'm  going  to watch,  prepared to burn the world down if anything goes wrong. Do you understand what that means?" 

 

"That you care." 

 

"That I love you. That you've become essential. That if  you  die  tomorrow,  a  part  of  me  dies  too."  His thumb  stroked  my  cheekbone.  "So  don't  die.  Fight. Survive. Come back." 

 

We  made  love  in  his  bed,  slow  and  deliberate.  Not the  desperate  hunger  of  previous  encounters,  but 
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something  deeper.  Like  we  were  memorizing  each other.  Like  we  were  trying  to  imprint  this  moment into our bones. 

 

After,  we  lay  tangled  together,  neither  of  us sleeping,  both  of  us  watching  dawn  break  through the windows. 

 

"I  love  you,"  I  whispered.  The  first  time  I'd  said  it aloud.  The  first  time  I'd  acknowledged  what  had been growing for months. 

 

"I know," he replied. "I've known for a while." 

 

"Does it change anything?" 

 

"Everything. And nothing." He pressed a kiss to my forehead.  "It  makes  tomorrow  more  important. Because  now  we're  not  just  fighting  to  survive. We're fighting for something worth surviving for." 
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When dawn fully broke, I extracted myself from his embrace.  Showered.  Dressed  in tactical gear Dmitri had  prepared—flexible,  protective,  dark.  Ready  for war. 

 

I  met  them  in  the  war  room. All three of them. My three  kings. The men who'd kidnapped me and kept me prisoner and somehow become my whole world. 

 

Mikhail,  with  his  cold  precision  and  calculating mind. 

 

Dmitri,  with  his  barely  controlled  violence  and fierce protection. 

 

Anton, with his quiet intelligence and seeing eyes. 

 

"Ready?" Mikhail asked. 
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No.  I  wasn't  ready.  Would  never  be  ready  for  what was coming. 

 

But I nodded anyway. "Ready." 

 

"Then let's end this." 

 

We  moved  as  a  unit  toward  the  vehicles  waiting outside.  Toward  the  warehouse  by  the  docks. Toward  a  confrontation  that  would  either  end  the war or end us. 

 

The sun was fully up now, painting the compound in golden light. 

 

Beautiful.  Deceptive.  Promising  a  day  that  might never come. 
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Time to go to war. 

 

Time to find out if we were strong enough to survive what we'd built. 

 

Time  to  discover  if  love  was  enough  to  keep  us alive. 

 

Or if we'd all burn together.
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 Chapter Fifteen 

 

She becomes the queen 

 

The warehouse was wrong. 

 

I  felt  it  the  moment  we  pulled  up—that  instinctive warning  that  comes  from  months  of  living  in constant  danger.  The  building  was  too  quiet.  Too dark. The kind of silence that came before violence, not after. 

 

"It's wrong," Anton said from the front seat, his hand already on his weapon. 

 

"I  know,"  Mikhail  replied,  scanning  the  perimeter. "But we're committed now." 
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Dmitri turned to look at me, his dark eyes holding a warning. "Stay close. Don't do anything stupid." 

 

"Define stupid." 

 

"Anything that gets you killed." 

 

We  exited  the  vehicles—three  cars, twenty men, all armed and ready. The plan had been simple: I'd walk in  alone  initially,  draw  Alexei  out,  and  then  our forces  would  close  in.  A  classic  pincer  movement designed  to  give  us  overwhelming  tactical advantage. 

 

But  the  moment  I  stepped  through  the  warehouse entrance, I knew the plan was dead. 

 

The  lights  came  on  all  at  once—industrial fluorescents  that  turned  the  space  from  shadowy  to 
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blindingly  bright  in  an  instant.  My  eyes  adjusted, and my stomach dropped. 

 

Alexei  was  there,  standing  in  the  center  of  the warehouse  floor.  But  he  wasn't  alone.  Dozens  of men  surrounded  him—more  than  we'd  anticipated, more  than  intelligence  had  suggested  he  could marshal on short notice. 

 

"Did  you  really  think  I  wouldn't  see  through  this?" Alexei called out, his voice echoing in the cavernous space. "That I wouldn't prepare?" 

 

Behind  me,  I  heard  Mikhail  curse  under his breath. Dmitri's hand closed on my arm, pulling me slightly back.  Anton  had gone unnaturally still—the kind of stillness that preceded explosive violence. 

 

We  were  outnumbered.  Outgunned.  Walking  into  a trap that had been set as carefully as ours. 
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"This  can  end  peacefully,"  I  called  back,  stepping forward  despite Dmitri's grip tightening on my arm. "You let us walk away, we let you keep your empire. Everyone lives. The war ends here." 

 

Alexei's  laugh  was  sharp  and  cruel.  "You still don't understand,  do  you,  kotyonok?  I  don't  want  peace. Peace  is  boring.  War  is  boring."  He  moved  closer, and I could see the manic gleam in his dead eyes. "I want  to  watch  you  beg.  Want  to  see  how  far  the mighty  Volkov  will  debase  himself  to  save  you. Want  to  know if your precious Dmitri will trade his life for yours." 

 

"You're insane," I breathed. 

 

"Finally.  She  gets  it."  He  raised  his  hand.  "But  I'm afraid  we're  past  negotiation.  You  see,  you  killed something  in  me  when  you  held  that  knife  to  my throat.  The  last  bit  of  humanity  I  had  left.  So now—" 
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Whatever  he  was  going  to  say  was  cut  off  by  the sound of gunfire. 

 

I never knew who shot first. Maybe one of our men. Maybe one of his. Maybe it didn't matter.  

 

The warehouse exploded into chaos. 

 

Bullets  tore  through  the  air.  Men  shouted.  Glass shattered.  The  smell  of  gunpowder  and blood filled my  nostrils.  Dmitri  tackled  me  to  the  ground, covering  my  body  with  his,  as  rounds  pinged  off metal behind us. 

 

"Move!"  he  shouted,  dragging  me  toward  cover—a stack  of  shipping  containers  that  would  at  least provide some protection. 

 

We  made it, barely. My heart hammered against my ribs  so  hard  I  thought  it  might  break  through.  This 
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wasn't  like  the  factory.  This  was  worse. More men. More weapons. More ways to die. 

 

Dmitri pressed a gun into my hand. "You remember what I taught you?" 

 

"Yes." 

 

"Good.  Because  we're  about  to  need  every advantage we have." 

 

The  next  few  minutes  were  a  blur  of  violence  and survival.  I'd  peek  around  the  container,  identify threats,  fire.  Miss  more  often  than  I  hit.  But sometimes—sometimes  I'd  see a man go down, and I'd know my bullet had found its mark. 

 

Each  time,  I  felt  less.  The  first  man  I'd  killed  had haunted  me.  By  the  fifth,  it  was  just  survival.  Pull 
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trigger.  Reduce  threat.  Stay  alive.  Simple mathematics written in blood and gunpowder. 

 

I  saw  Dmitri  moving  through  the  chaos  like  death incarnate.  Efficient.  Brutal.  Beautiful  in  the  way apex  predators  are  beautiful.  He'd  emerge  from cover,  drop  two  men,  disappear  again  before return fire could find him. 

 

I  saw Mikhail coordinating our forces, turning what should  have  been  a  slaughter  into  something resembling  a  fair  fight.  His  tactical  mind  working overtime,  calling  positions,  redirecting  fire,  turning Alexei's  numbers  advantage  into  a  liability  as  men got in each other's way. 

 

I saw Anton pinned down behind a forklift, three of Alexei's  men  closing  in.  Saw  him  running  out  of ammunition,  saw  the  calculation  in  his  eyes  as  he prepared  to  make  a  suicide  run  rather  than  be captured. 
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And I moved. 

 

Didn't  think.  Didn't  plan.  Just  grabbed  one  of  the grenades  from  Dmitri's  tactical  vest,  pulled  the  pin like  he'd  taught  me  during  those  endless  training sessions, and threw. 

 

The  explosion  was  deafening.  The  three  men  went down  in  a  tangle  of  limbs  and  screaming.  Anton used the chaos to reload, to reposition, to survive. 

 

His  winter-ice  eyes  found  mine  across  the warehouse. Gratitude and terror mixed together. 

 

Then I saw it. Mikhail, moving through the carnage, his  weapon  trained  on Alexei. Finally. After all this time, after all these deaths, he was going to end it. 

 

But  I  also  saw  the  gunman.  One  of  Alexei's  men, positioned  on  a  catwalk  above,  his  weapon  trained 
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on  Mikhail's  back.  Mikhail  didn't  see  him.  Didn't know he was about to die. 

 

I  didn't  think.  Didn't  calculate  odds  or  consider consequences. 

 

I just ran. 

 

Sprinted across open ground, bullets tearing through the  air  around  me.  Reached  Mikhail  just  as  the gunman fired. 

 

The  impact  felt  like  being  hit  by a car. Fire and ice and nothing all at once. I was falling, Mikhail's arms catching  me,  his  voice  screaming  my  name  but sounding so far away. 

 

The  ground  was  cold.  When  had  I  ended up on the ground? 
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Mikhail's  face  appeared  above  me,  and  he  was saying  something.  Shouting.  His  hand  pressed against  my  side,  and  that's  when  I  realized  I  was bleeding. A lot. Too much. 

 

"Dmitri!"  Mikhail's  voice,  raw  and  desperate. "Anton! We need extraction now!" 

 

The  world  tilted.  Dmitri's  face  replaced  Mikhail's, his  dark  eyes  wild  with  panic—an  expression  I'd never  seen  on  him  before. He scooped me up like I weighed  nothing,  and  the  movement  sent  agony lancing through my body. 

 

"Stay  with  me,"  he  growled,  running.  "Maya,  stay the fuck with me." 

 

"Tired,"  I  mumbled.  My  voice  sounded  wrong. Distant. 
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"No. No sleeping. We didn't come this far for you to die now." 

 

Behind  us,  I  heard  a  single  gunshot.  Final. Definitive. 

 

"Did  we  win?"  I  asked,  even  though  speaking  felt like drowning. 

 

Mikhail  appeared  in  my  limited  vision,  his  hand gripping  mine.  His  fingers  were  wet.  Blood.  Mine. "Yes. We won. Alexei's dead. It's over." 

 

"Good." 

 

Anton  was  driving.  I  could  hear  the  engine screaming,  tires  squealing.  Dmitri  was  in  the  back seat  with  me,  his  hands  pressed  against  my  side, 
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trying to stem the bleeding. His hands were shaking. Dmitri's hands never shook. 

 

"Pressure,"  he  was  muttering.  "Keep  pressure.  Stay with  us.  Come  on,  Maya.  You  promised  me.  You fucking promised." 

 

"I'm  here,"  I  tried  to  say.  Not  sure  if  the  words actually came out. 

 

Mikhail  was  on  the  phone,  barking  orders.  "I  don't care  what  you're doing. Drop everything. Get to the compound.  If  she  dies  because  you're  not  there—" The threat hung unfinished, but heavy. 

 

"How far?" Dmitri demanded. 

 

"Ten  minutes,"  Anton  replied,  the  car  jerking  as he took  a  corner  at  a  speed  that  should  have  killed  us all. 
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"She doesn't have ten minutes." 

 

"Then I'll make it in five." 

 

I  wanted  to  tell  them  I  was  fine.  That  this  was dramatic.  That  bullet  wounds  in  movies  looked worse than they were. 

 

But  I  couldn't  breathe  properly.  Couldn't  feel  my fingers.  The  warehouse ceiling—when had I started staring  at  the  car  ceiling?—was  going  dark  around the edges. 

 

"Natalya."  Mikhail's  voice,  commanding  even  in desperation. "Look at me. Eyes on me." 

 

I  tried.  Failed.  Tried  again.  His  face  swam  into focus. 
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"You  don't  get  to  die,"  he  said,  each  word  precise despite  the  fury  and  fear  mixing  in  his  steel-gray eyes. "Not after everything. Not after becoming this. You're  a  queen,  and  queens  don't  die  in  car backseats." 

 

"Tired,"  I  repeated.  It  seemed  important  that  they understand. I was just so tired. 

 

"I know. But you don't get to rest yet. We need you. I need you." 

 

"All  of  us,"  Anton  added  from  the  front.  "Can't  do this without you." 

 

"Bullshit,"  Dmitri  said,  but  his voice cracked. "You can do anything. You're the strongest person I know. So prove it. Stay. Fucking. Awake." 
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I  wanted  to.  For  them.  For  us.  For  whatever  future we  might  have  if  I  could  just  keep  breathing  for  a few more minutes. 

 

But the darkness was so heavy. And I was so tired of fighting. 

 

"Sorry,"  I  whispered.  Or  thought  I whispered. Hard to tell anymore. 

 

"No!"  Dmitri's  voice,  raw  with  something  I'd never heard  from  him  before.  "No  apologies.  No goodbyes.  You  stay  with  me.  Natalya.  Maya. Whatever name you want, just stay." 

 

The compound appeared. Men rushing toward us. A doctor  I  half-recognized.  Hands  pulling  me  from Dmitri's arms even as he tried to hold on. 

 

"Sir, we need to—" 
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"Don't  you dare die on that table," Mikhail said, his face  appearing  above  me  one  last  time.  "That's  an order." 

 

I  wanted  to  laugh.  Wanted  to  tell  him  I  didn't  take orders  anymore.  That  I'd  become  a  queen,  just  like he said, and queens did what they wanted. 

 

But  the  darkness was complete now. Warm. Almost comfortable. 

 

The  last  thing  I  heard  was  Dmitri's  voice,  broken and desperate: 

 

"Come back to us. Please. Just come back." 

 

Then nothing. 
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Just  blackness  and  the  distant  hope  that  I'd  see morning again. 

 

That  I'd  survive  this  like  I'd  survived  everything else. 

 

That this wasn't the end of the story. 

 

Just  another  chapter  in  a  life  that  refused  to  stay small. 

 

The darkness swallowed me whole. 

 

And everything went quiet.
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 Chapter Sixteen 

 

She wakes up 

 

Pain was the first thing. 

 

Sharp.  Insistent.  Burning  through  whatever  drugs they'd  pumped  into  me,  cutting  through  the  fog  of unconsciousness like a blade through silk. 

 

I  tried  to  catalog  it—a  skill  I'd  learned  in  my linguistics      training.      Categorize.      Analyze. Understand. 

 

But  pain defied language. It just was. Present tense. Immediate. Real. 
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My  eyes  cracked  open.  White  ceiling.  Too  white. Sterile.  The  smell  hit  me  next—antiseptic  and something metallic. Blood, maybe. Mine. 

 

A  private  hospital  room  came  into  focus  slowly. Machines beeped in steady rhythm. An IV was taped to  my  arm,  pumping  clear  liquid  into  my  veins. Flowers  on  the  windowsill—expensive  ones,  the kind you had to order specially. 

 

And three men sleeping in chairs around my bed like guards at a tomb. 

 

Dmitri  was  closest,  his  head  resting  on  his  arms  at the edge of my bed, one hand stretched out as if he'd been  holding  mine  before  exhaustion  claimed  him. His dark hair was disheveled, his jaw shadowed with several  days'  worth  of  stubble.  He  looked  terrible. Beautiful and terrible. 

 

Anton  sat  by  the  window,  his  chair  pushed  back against  the  wall,  his  posture  upright  even  in  sleep. 
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Professional to the core. But there were dark circles under  his  eyes,  and  his  usually  immaculate  clothes were rumpled. 

 

Mikhail  occupied  the corner, laptop open on his lap but clearly abandoned, his steel-gray eyes closed, his head  tilted  at  an  angle  that would give him a brutal neck  ache  when  he  woke.  Even  in sleep, he looked like he was calculating something. 

 

They'd stayed. All three of them. For how long? 

 

I tried to sit up, and fire exploded through my torso. The  gasp  that  escaped  my  lips  was  involuntary, pathetic. 

 

Dmitri's  head  snapped  up  instantly,  his  dark  eyes going  from  sleep-hazed  to  laser-focused  in  a heartbeat.  "Don't  move,"  he  said  roughly,  his  hand closing  over  mine.  "You  were  shot.  Bullet  nicked your  liver,  tore  through  muscle,  nearly  killed  you. Don't. Move." 
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"How  long?"  My  voice  came  out  as  a  croak,  my throat raw from intubation probably. 

 

"Three days. You've been out for three days. Surgery took  six  hours.  They  said—"  His  voice  cracked. "They said we almost lost you twice on the table." 

 

Three  days.  I'd  been  unconscious  for  three  days while they'd sat here, waiting. 

 

"You should've left me," I managed. 

 

"Shut  up,"  Dmitri  said,  but  there  was  no  heat  in  it. Just  exhaustion  and  something  that  sounded  like pain. "Just shut up. Don't ever say that again." 

 

Movement  by  the  window.  Anton  was  awake  now, standing,  moving  closer.  "Maya,"  he  said.  Just  my 
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name.  But  the  way  he  said  it—relief  and  fear  and something  tender  mixed  together—made  my  chest tight in a way that had nothing to do with the bullet wound. 

 

"Hi," I whispered. 

 

"Hi yourself." He reached out, brushed hair from my forehead  with  gentle  fingers.  "You  gave  us  quite  a scare." 

 

"Sorry." 

 

"Don't apologize for saving Mikhail's life." 

 

Mikhail.  I  looked  toward  the  corner,  found  him already  awake  and  watching  me  with  those calculating gray eyes. He stood slowly, moved to my bedside,  and  cupped  my  face  with  both  hands. 
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Gentle.  Reverent.  Like  I  was  something  precious that might shatter. 

 

"Don't ever do that again," he said quietly. 

 

"Take a bullet for you?" 

 

"Yes." 

 

"Can't promise that." 

 

"Then I'll keep you locked up forever." 

 

"You'd be bored." 

 

"I'd be sane." His thumb stroked my cheekbone, and I  saw  something  in  his  eyes  I'd  never  seen  before. 
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Vulnerability.  Fear.  "I'd  rather  be  bored  and  sane with you alive than anything else." 

 

"That's almost romantic." 

 

"I'm  not  good  at  romance.  Just  at  keeping  things alive that I value." 

 

"And you value me?" 

 

"More  than  I  should.  More  than  is wise. More than is  probably  healthy."  His  lips  curved  slightly.  "But I've never been accused of making healthy choices." 

 

Over  the  next  week,  I  learned  what  recovery  felt like. 
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It  was  boring.  Painful.  Filled  with  indignities  like bedpans and sponge baths and having to ask for help to do basic things like sit up or reach for water. 

 

But they made it bearable. 

 

Dmitri  brought  magazines—terrible  ones,  celebrity gossip  and  fashion  rags  I'd  never  read  voluntarily. He'd  read  them  aloud  with  dramatic  flair,  doing voices  for  the  celebrities,  making  me  laugh  even though laughing hurt. 

 

"Listen to this," he'd say, his serious face contrasting hilariously with the content. "'Is Brad still pining for Jennifer?' Who are these people? Why do we care?" 

 

"We don't." 

 

"Then why do they print entire magazines about it?" 
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"Existential question for the ages." 

 

Anton  brought  books—actual  good  ones—and  tea that  he'd  somehow  sourced  from  specialty  shops. Earl  Grey  with  bergamot.  Green  tea  with  jasmine. Herbal  blends  designed  to  aid  healing.  He'd  sit  by my bed and read to me in Russian, his cultured voice turning Pushkin's poetry into music. 

 

"Another verse?" he'd ask when he finished a poem. 

 

"Always." 

 

Mikhail brought work. Would set up his laptop at the small desk in the room, pretending he just happened to  be  there  while  he  conducted  business.  But  I'd catch  him  glancing  at  me,  checking  the  monitors, making sure I was still breathing. 
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"You don't have to stay," I told him once. 

 

"I'm not staying. I'm working." 

 

"In a hospital room." 

 

"The wifi is surprisingly good." 

 

"Mikhail." 

 

He  finally  looked at me directly. "I almost lost you. And  I  discovered  that  the  empire  I've  spent  years building means absolutely nothing if you're not here to see it. So yes, I'm staying. Get used to it." 

 

I  learned  what  happened  after  I  went  down. Dmitri told me most of it, his voice flat and clinical, turning violence into tactical debriefing. 
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Mikhail  had  shot  Alexei.  Point  blank.  Head  shot. Instant  death.  While  I  was  bleeding  out,  while Dmitri  was  trying  to  keep  me  alive,  Mikhail  had executed the man who'd started this war. 

 

Then  they'd  extracted.  Anton  had  driven  like  a demon,  cutting  what  should  have  been  a twenty-minute  drive  down  to  seven.  They'd  had  a doctor  waiting  at  the  compound—someone  on Mikhail's  payroll,  someone  who asked no questions and  had  surgical  experience  from  field  hospitals  in Syria. 

 

The  surgery  had  been  touch-and-go.  I'd  flatlined twice.  They'd  lost  me  twice  and  brought  me  back through sheer stubborn refusal to accept my death. 

 

"We're  not  good at accepting no," Dmitri said when he finished the story. 
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"I've noticed." 

 

Most  of  Alexei's  lieutenants  were  dead.  The  ones who  weren't  had  scattered,  fleeing  to other cities or countries,  abandoning  the  Chernov  Bratva.  Pavel Chernov—Alexei's father—had tried to retaliate, but Mikhail  had  already  consolidated  power,  had already  reached  out  to  neutral  organizations,  had already  made  it  clear  that  anyone  supporting  Pavel would be choosing to go down with a sinking ship. 

 

Pavel  had  retreated  to  his  estate  outside  Saint Petersburg.  Still  dangerous,  still  powerful,  but  no longer an immediate threat. 

 

The war was over. 

 

We'd won. 

 

But there were consequences. 
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"We're  leaving  Saint  Petersburg,"  Mikhail  told  me on  the  sixth  day,  when  the  doctors  had  finally cleared me to have real conversations instead of just murmured  exchanges.  "It's  too hot here now. Police attention,  rival  groups  circling,  looking  for weakness. We're moving the operation to Moscow." 

 

"Ironic,"  I  said,  thinking  about  where  this  had  all started. Where I'd grabbed a USB drive and changed the  entire  trajectory  of  my  life.  "Back  to  where  it started." 

 

"Full circle." 

 

"What about me?" 

 

The  question  hung  in  the  air  between  us.  Heavy. Complicated. 
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Because  I  wasn't  cargo  anymore.  Wasn't  a prisoner. Wasn't  leverage  or  an  asset  or  any  of  the  clinical terms they'd used when this started. 

 

But I wasn't free either. 

 

I  was  something  else.  Something  that  didn't  have  a name.  Something  that  existed  in  the  space  between captivity and choice. 

 

"That's  up  to  you,"  Anton  said  carefully.  He  was sitting  by  the  window,  backlit  by  afternoon  sun. "You  could  disappear.  New  identity,  new  life, enough  money  to  start  over  anywhere in the world. We'd make sure you're safe. That the remnants of the Chernov  organization  never  find  you.  That  you  get to live whatever life you want." 

 

"Or?" Because there was always an or. 
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"Or  you  stay,"  Dmitri  said  bluntly.  "With  us.  In Moscow.  As  part  of  whatever  the  fuck  this is we're building." 

 

"As  what?  Your  mascot?  Pet  project?  The  woman you saved who owes you eternal gratitude?" 

 

"As  ours,"  Mikhail  said  simply.  His  steel-gray eyes held  mine.  "No  titles. No labels. No pretending this is  something  traditional  or  easily  defined.  Just... ours. If you want." 

 

It  was  the  most  honest  any  of  them  had  been.  No possessive  claiming.  No  assumptions.  Just  an  offer. A choice. 

 

Stay or go. Safety or danger. Unknown or familiar. 

 

"I'll think about it," I said. 
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Over  the  next  week,  as  I  healed  enough  to  walk without  gasping,  to  move  without agony, to shower without assistance, I did think about it. 

 

Thought about what a normal life would look like. A quiet  apartment  somewhere  warm.  A job that didn't involve  decrypting  criminal  communications. Neighbors  who  weren't  armed  guards.  A life where the sound of gunfire didn't send me diving for cover. 

 

It sounded peaceful. Safe. Boring. 

 

It sounded like death. 

 

Because the woman who'd want that life—the scared translator from Moscow who'd just wanted to be left alone  with  her  books  and  coffee—she  was  gone. Had  died  somewhere  between  that  warehouse  and this  hospital  bed.  Between  learning  to  fight  and 
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learning  to  kill.  Between  running  from  danger  and running toward it. 

 

I  was  someone  else  now.  Someone  who'd  held  a knife  to a mafia heir's throat. Someone who'd killed without  hesitation. Someone who'd taken a bullet to save a man she loved. 

 

Someone  who  loved  three  men  and  refused  to choose between them. 

 

They  discharged  me  on  the  tenth  day.  The doctor—the  same  one  who'd  saved  my  life—gave me  strict  instructions  about  wound  care,  pain management, and physical limitations. 

 

"No  heavy  lifting  for  six  weeks.  No  strenuous activity for three months. No getting shot for at least a year." He smiled at his own joke. "And if you need anything, Mr. Volkov has my number." 
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"Thank you. For saving me." 

 

"Thank  your  friends.  They're  the  ones  who  refused to let you die." 

 

They brought me to a safe house outside Moscow. It wasn't     the     compound—that     was     being decommissioned,  its  security  measures  stripped,  its history  erased.  This  was  something  new.  A  large house  in  an  exclusive  neighborhood,  with  grounds that  were  monitored  but  not  obviously  fortified.  A place  that  could  pass  for  normal  to  neighbors  who didn't look too close. 

 

My  room  was  on  the  second  floor,  with  windows overlooking a garden that someone had planted with winter  roses.  The  furniture  was  expensive  but comfortable. There were books on the shelves—new ones, carefully selected based on what they'd learned I loved. Clothes in the closet that actually fit. 
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They'd prepared for me. Built a space that could be a home if I wanted it to be. 

 

I  stood  at  the  window,  looking  out  at  Moscow's lights  in  the  distance.  The  city  where  this  had  all started.  Where  I'd been nobody—a translator with a quiet life and quiet dreams. 

 

Now I was someone. Someone dangerous. Someone powerful. Someone loved. 

 

I  should  run.  Should  take  the  new  identity  Anton had  prepared—complete  with  passport,  financial accounts,  and  a  backstory  that  would  withstand scrutiny.  Should  disappear  to  Barcelona  or  Buenos Aires or anywhere that wasn't here. 

 

But I didn't want to. 
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For  the  first  time  since  this  nightmare  began,  I wasn't  running  from  something.  Wasn't  escaping danger  or fleeing consequences or trying to become invisible. 

 

I was choosing. Actively. Deliberately. 

 

And  I  was  choosing  this.  This  life.  This  danger. These three impossible men who had no idea how to share but were willing to try for me. 

 

A knock on the door. I turned. 

 

All  three of them stood there. Mikhail in the center, Dmitri  to  his  left,  Anton  to  his  right.  Looking uncertain  in  a  way  I'd  never  seen.  Waiting  for  my verdict. 

 

"So?" Mikhail asked. "Do you stay or go?" 
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I  looked  at  them.  Really  looked.  Saw  the  hope and fear  mixed  together.  Saw  three  men  who'd  built  an empire  on  violence  and  control  trying  to  figure  out how to offer someone freedom. 

 

"I stay," I said. "On one condition." 

 

"Name it," Dmitri said immediately. 

 

"We  do  this  right.  Whatever  this  is—this unconventional,      impossible      thing      we're building—we  do  it  honestly.  No  more  secrets.  No more  treating  me  like  I'm  fragile.  No  more protecting  me  from  the  truth  of  what  you  do,  what we are." 

 

"You  want  in," Mikhail said slowly. "Really in. Not just  as  someone  we  protect,  but  as  someone  who participates." 
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"I want to be a partner. In all of it." 

 

They     exchanged     looks.     That     wordless communication  I'd  witnessed  hundreds  of  times. Decisions  being  made  in  the  space  between heartbeats. 

 

"It's  dangerous,"  Anton  warned.  "What  we do—the decisions  we  make—people  die.  Frequently.  And you'd bear responsibility for that." 

 

"I already do. I killed for you. Took a bullet for you. I'm already in. I just want you to acknowledge it." 

 

Another  exchange  of  glances.  Then  Mikhail smiled—a real smile, not his usual sharp-edged one. 
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"Welcome  to  the  family,  little  bird.  May  God  have mercy on all our souls." 

 

Dmitri  crossed  the  room  in  three  strides, pulled me into  his  arms—carefully,  mindful  of  my  healing wound—and  kissed  me  like  he'd  been  dying  to  for days. 

 

"You're insane," he murmured against my lips. 

 

"So are you." 

 

"Perfect match then." 

 

Anton was next, his kiss gentler but no less intense. "No more almost dying," he whispered. 

 

"I'll do my best." 
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Mikhail came last. Cupped my face with both hands. Looked  at  me  like  he  was  seeing  me  for  the  first time. 

 

"You're going to change everything," he said. 

 

"Good. Everything needed changing." 

 

He  kissed  me  slow  and  deliberate.  A  claiming.  A promise. A beginning. 

 

When he pulled back, I was breathless. 

 

"So  how  does  this  work?"  I asked. "The four of us. This... situation." 
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"Honestly?"  Dmitri  laughed.  "No  idea.  We'll  figure it out as we go." 

 

"Make it up as we go along," Anton agreed. 

 

"Improvise,"  Mikhail  finished.  "We're  very  good  at that." 

 

I  looked  at  the  three  of  them—my  three  kings,  my three  impossible  men—and  felt  something  settle  in my chest. Not peace, exactly. But certainty. 

 

This  was  my  life  now.  This  dangerous, unconventional, absolutely insane life. 

 

And I wouldn't have it any other way. 
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"Then  let's  get  started,"  I  said. "We have an empire to run." 

 

Their smiles were identical. Dangerous. Delighted. 

 

"Yes," Mikhail said. "We do."
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 Chapter Seventeen 

 

She makes her choice 

 

The Moscow safe house was massive. 

 

Not  a  compound—Mikhail  had  been  deliberate about  that.  This  was  a  mansion  in  an  exclusive neighborhood, the kind of place where oligarchs and old money lived behind gates and manicured lawns. The  kind  of  place  that  screamed  wealth  but whispered discretion. 

 

They'd given me my own wing. An entire section of the house—bedroom, sitting room, private bathroom with  a  tub  deep  enough  to  drown in, and a balcony overlooking  gardens  that  someone  maintained  with obsessive care. 
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Complete privacy. Space to think. Room to decide. 

 

It should have been perfect. 

 

Instead, it felt like exile. 

 

I'd  spent  three  days  in  that  wing,  healing,  thinking, pretending  I  was  still weighing my options. But the truth was, I'd made my choice the moment I'd woken up  in  that  hospital  room  to  find  three  men  who'd refused to let me die. 

 

Space was the last thing I wanted. 

 

I found Dmitri first. 

 

He  was  in  the  gym—a  fully  equipped  space  in  the basement that smelled like sweat and rubber and the 
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ghost  of  violence.  He  was  attacking  a  heavy  bag with  focused  fury,  each  punch  landing  with devastating  force,  working  through  whatever demons plagued him with his fists. 

 

"I'm staying," I said from the doorway. 

 

He  froze  mid-punch,  the  bag  still swinging. Turned slowly to face me. "Why?" 

 

Not  are  you  sure  or  that's  great  or  any  of  the responses I'd expected. Just why. 

 

"Because  running is lonely," I said, moving into the room. "And I'm tired of being alone." 

 

"You could have a normal life. Normal man. Normal everything." 

 

446

"Normal  sounds  like  death."  I  stopped  a  few  feet away,  close  enough  to  see the sweat beading on his forehead,  the  tension  in his shoulders. "I don't want normal.  I  want  this.  You.  Them.  This  impossible thing we're building." 

 

"This  won't  be  easy,"  he  warned,  his  dark  eyes searching mine. "Sharing you—it goes against every instinct  I  have.  I'm  not  wired  for  it,  Maya.  I'm possessive.  Territorial.  I  see  you  with  Mikhail  or Anton and I want to—" 

 

"Want to what?" 

 

"Claim  you.  Mark  you.  Make  sure everyone knows you're mine." 

 

"Then  do  it."  I moved closer, until we were sharing breath.  "Claim  me.  All  three  of  you.  I'm  not  a  pie that  runs  out  when  you  take  slices.  I'm a person. A person  who  can  love  differently.  Who  can  give different things to different people." 
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"That's not how love works." 

 

"Maybe it's not how most love works. But maybe it's how ours works." I reached up, cupped his face. "I'm not  asking  you  to  stop  being possessive. I'm asking you  to  trust that when I'm with you, I'm completely yours.  And  when  I'm  with  them,  I'm  completely theirs.  All  of  it  is  real.  None  of  it  diminishes  the rest." 

 

He  stared  at me for a long moment. Then his hands came  up,  framing  my  face,  his  thumbs stroking my cheekbones. 

 

"You're going to destroy us," he whispered. "Or save us. I can't tell which." 

 

"Maybe both." 
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He  kissed  me  then.  Hard.  Desperate. Claiming. His hands  tangled  in  my  hair,  his  body  pressing  mine against the gym wall. It was possessive and raw and everything I'd come to expect from Dmitri. 

 

When we broke apart, we were both breathing hard. 

 

"I'm in," he said. "God help me, I'm in." 

 

"God help us all," I agreed. 

 

With  Anton,  it  was  different.  Quieter.  More contemplative. 

 

I  found  him  in  the  garden—because  yes,  the mansion  had  a  garden.  Not  just  a  lawn  with  some flowers, but an actual designed space with paths and fountains  and  rose  bushes  that  someone  cultivated with care. 

 

449

He was sitting on a bench near the fountain, reading poetry. Always poetry. It was his escape, I'd learned. The  way  Dmitri  used  violence  and  Mikhail  used control. 

 

"Mind if I join you?" I asked. 

 

He  looked  up,  those  winter-ice  eyes  softening slightly. "Please." 

 

I  sat  beside  him,  both  of  us  quiet  for  a  moment, listening to the fountain's gentle splash. 

 

"You're sure?" he finally asked. "About staying?" 

 

"No,"  I  admitted.  "But  I'm  done  waiting  for certainty. Life doesn't come with guarantees." 
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"We  could  hurt  you.  Probably  will  hurt  you.  Three men  who've  never  learned  to  share,  trying  to navigate something that has no blueprint?" He shook his head. "It's a recipe for disaster." 

 

"I could hurt you too," I pointed out. "Probably will. I'm  learning  how  to  be  powerful,  and  powerful people cause damage sometimes." 

 

"That's  what  I'm  afraid  of."  He  set  down  his  book, turned  to  face  me.  "Not  that  you'll  hurt  me physically.  But that I'll fall so completely that when this  inevitably  falls  apart,  there  won't  be  enough of me left to rebuild." 

 

I reached out, took his hand. "Anton, I see you. Not the  strategist  or  the  diplomat  or  the  cultured gentleman.  I  see  the  man  who  spent  two  years  in prison  and  came  out  believing  he  could  still  build something  good.  The  man who reads poetry in four languages because words matter more than violence. 
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The man who's patient and kind and terrifying in his own quiet way." 

 

"You see too much." 

 

"And  you  see  me.  The  scared  girl  and  the  warrior and everything in between. You don't try to make me choose which one to be. You just... accept all of it." 

 

"Because all of it is magnificent." 

 

I  leaned  against  him,  resting  my  head  on  his shoulder.  "I'm  staying.  Not  because  I'm  sure  it'll work. But because I'm sure trying is worth it." 

 

He  pressed  a  kiss  to  the  top  of  my  head.  "You're braver than all of us combined." 
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"Or more foolish." 

 

"Both," he agreed. "Definitely both." 

 

With  Mikhail, it was business-like. Which shouldn't have surprised me. 

 

I  found  him  in  his  study—his  sanctum,  the  place where  he  conducted  the  operations  that  kept  his empire  running.  He  was  reviewing  reports  when  I knocked,  but  he  immediately  closed  his  laptop  and gestured to the chair across from his desk. 

 

"Tea?" he offered. 

 

"Please." 
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He poured from a pot that had clearly been waiting. Earl  Grey.  He'd  learned  my  preference.  That  small attention  to  detail  shouldn't  have  warmed  me  as much as it did. 

 

"If you stay," he began without preamble, "there are rules." 

 

"Of course there are. You're you." 

 

His  lips  twitched.  "Some  of  them  are  negotiable. Some aren't." 

 

"I'm listening." 

 

"You're  not  a  prisoner,  but  you're  not  untouchable either. Enemies will target you to get to us. You need to  accept  protection.  Bodyguards.  Security protocols. Limited freedom of movement until we're certain the Chernov remnants aren't a threat." 
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"I can live with that. What else?" 

 

"You'll  be  involved  in  the  business.  We  need  your strategic  mind,  your  linguistic  skills, your ability to see patterns." He sipped his tea. "But you don't make unilateral  decisions.  We're  partners.  We  decide together." 

 

"Agreed. That's fair." 

 

"And  the  personal..."  He  paused,  and  for  the  first time since I'd known him, Mikhail looked uncertain. "I don't know how to navigate that. I've never shared anything  important.  Not  power,  not  resources, definitely not a woman." 

 

"Neither  have  I.  Never  been  with  more  than  one person  at  a  time.  Never  wanted  to  be."  I  set  down my  teacup.  "But  here  we  are.  Four  people  who 
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should  be  a  disaster  trying  to  build  something  that probably shouldn't work." 

 

"What  if  we  can't?  What  if  jealousy  or possessiveness  or  just  basic  human  nature  destroys this?" 

 

"Then  we  fail,"  I  said  simply.  "But  at  least  we  fail trying.  At  least  we  don't  spend  the  rest  of our lives wondering what if." 

 

He was quiet for a long moment, his steel-gray eyes studying  me  with  that  calculating  intensity.  "You're going to drive me insane." 

 

"Probably." 

 

"I'll  try  to  control  things  I  can't  control.  Get possessive  when  you're  with  them.  Want  to monopolize your time and attention." 
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"I know." 

 

"And you're still choosing this?" 

 

"I'm  choosing  you.  All  of  you.  Flaws  and complications included." 

 

He  stood,  moved  around  the desk, pulled me to my feet.  His  hands  settled  on  my  waist,  his  forehead pressed against mine. 

 

"I'm  in,"  he  said  quietly.  "Completely.  Terrifyingly. I'm in." 

 

"Good. Because I wasn't giving you a choice." 
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He  laughed—a  real  laugh, warm and surprised. "Of course you weren't." 

 

Over  the  following  weeks,  we  established  a  new normal. 

 

It  was  unconventional.  Occasionally  awkward. Sometimes    frustrating     when     jealousy     or possessiveness  reared  up  despite  everyone's  best intentions. 

 

But it was ours. 

 

I  learned  the  business.  Started  managing operations—communications,  initially,  but  then strategy.  I  had  a  mind  for  seeing  patterns,  for understanding  how  pieces  fit  together.  Mikhail utilized that, giving me increasing responsibility. 
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"The  shipment  from  Odessa,"  I  said  during  one meeting,  pointing  to  a  map.  "The  route  they're proposing  goes  through  territories  controlled  by three  different  organizations.  Too  many  hands.  Too many opportunities for interference." 

 

"Alternative?" Mikhail asked. 

 

"Here."  I  traced  a  different path. "Longer, but more secure. Only one organization controls this territory, and we have established relations with them." 

 

"Cost?" 

 

"Fifteen  percent  more  in  transit  fees.  But  we'd  lose less  product  to  theft  or  'taxes'  imposed  by intermediaries. Net positive." 

 

Mikhail looked at Anton. "Your assessment?" 
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"She's  right.  The  longer  route  is  actually  more efficient when you factor in loss prevention." 

 

"Then  we  change  the  route."  Mikhail  marked  the decision in his notes. "Good catch, Natalya." 

 

The  praise shouldn't have warmed me as much as it did.  But  I  was  learning  that  being  valued  for  my mind  was  as  intoxicating  as  being  wanted  for  my body. 

 

The personal relationships evolved too. Less defined than I'd expected, more organic. 

 

Dmitri  brought  me  coffee  every  morning—always exactly how I liked it, with honey instead of sugar, a splash of cream. He'd set it on my nightstand before dawn,  press  a  kiss  to  my  forehead,  whisper  "Good morning, Maya" in a voice still rough with sleep. 
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Anton  read  to  me  at  night.  Sometimes  poetry, sometimes  novels,  sometimes  just  articles  he found interesting.  His  cultured  voice  turning  words  into music, lulling me toward sleep while Dmitri worked late or Mikhail finished business calls. 

 

Mikhail would pull me into his lap during meetings. Possessive.  Claiming.  His  arm  around  my  waist while he discussed logistics with Anton or reviewed security  protocols  with  Dmitri.  A  silent  statement: She's ours. She belongs here. 

 

There  was  jealousy  sometimes.  Dmitri  would  see Mikhail's arm around me and his jaw would tighten. Anton  would  find  me  and  Dmitri  tangled  together and  something  would  flicker  in  his winter-ice eyes. Mikhail would come looking for me and find me on the balcony with Anton and his expression would go cold. 

 

But  they  worked  through  it.  Talked  about  it. Established  unspoken  rules  and  boundaries  that 
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evolved as we all learned to navigate this impossible thing we'd built. 

 

Six  weeks  after  I'd  made  my  choice,  Mikhail announced  a  celebration.  The  organization  had successfully expanded into new territory—a network in  Kiev  that  had  been  fiercely  independent  but was now allied with us. It was a significant victory, proof that  we  were  consolidating  power  rather  than fragmenting after the war. 

 

"We're  throwing  a  party,"  he  told  me.  "Tomorrow night.  Business associates, allies, people we need to remind that we're stronger than ever." 

 

"And you want me there." 

 

"I  need  you  there.  You're  part  of  this  now.  They should know it." 
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Anton  appeared  with  a  garment  bag.  "For tomorrow." 

 

I  opened  it.  A  black  gown  that  probably  cost  more than  my entire life in Moscow. Silk that looked like liquid  night,  cut  to  hug  curves, with a neckline that was elegant without being modest. 

 

"It's beautiful," I breathed. 

 

"You'll  be  magnificent  in  it,"  Anton  said.  "As always." 

 

The  next  evening,  I  stood  in  front  of  the  mirror, barely recognizing myself. 

 

The  gown  fit  perfectly—Mikhail's  doing,  probably, having  someone  custom-make  it  to  my  exact measurements.  My  hair  was  styled  in  soft  waves, makeup applied with professional precision. Jewelry 
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glittered  at  my  throat  and  wrists—diamonds,  real ones,  gifts  from  all  three men that I'd protested and they'd insisted on. 

 

I  looked  like  someone  important.  Someone powerful.  Someone  who  belonged  in  a  mansion throwing parties for criminal elite. 

 

I looked like a queen. 

 

The thought should have terrified me. Instead, it felt right. 

 

I  descended  the stairs slowly, mindful of the heels I wasn't  used  to,  one  hand  on  the  banister.  The party was  in  full swing below—music, laughter, the clink of glasses and murmur of important conversations. 

 

And then I saw them. 
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Mikhail,  Dmitri,  and  Anton,  standing  together  near the  base  of  the  stairs.  All  three  dressed  in immaculate  suits,  all  three  looking  up  at  me  with expressions that made my breath catch. 

 

Hunger. Pride. Possession. Love. 

 

All of it mixed together in three different faces. 

 

The  party  quieted.  People  turned  to  look.  I  felt  the weight  of  dozens  of  eyes  assessing,  judging,  trying to  understand  what  I  was  to  these  three  powerful men. 

 

I didn't care. 

 

I  only  cared  about  the  three  men  waiting  for  me at the bottom of the stairs. 
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When  I  reached  them,  Mikhail  offered  his  arm. "Ready?" 

 

I  took  it.  Reached  for  Dmitri's  hand  on  my  other side. Met Anton's eyes across the space between us. 

 

"Ready," I said. 

 

And  I  was.  Ready  to  face  this  world  we'd  built. Ready  to  be  the  woman  they'd  helped  me  become. Ready to claim my place beside them. 

 

Not  as  their  prisoner. Not as their project. Not even as someone they'd saved. 

 

As their equal. Their partner. Their queen. 
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We walked into the party together—four people who shouldn't work but somehow did. 

 

And  as  I  smiled  and  shook  hands  and  made conversation  with  people  whose  names  I'd  need  to memorize, I felt something settle in my chest. 

 

I was home. 

 

Not  in  a  place.  But  with  people.  With  three impossible men who loved me in impossible ways. 

 

And I wouldn't trade it for anything. 

 

Not for safety. Not for normal. Not for the quiet life I'd thought I wanted. 
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This—this  dangerous,  unconventional,  absolutely insane life—was mine. 

 

And I was never letting it go.
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 Chapter Eighteen 

 

Threats resurface 

 

Peace was a lie we told ourselves for three months. 

 

Three  months  of relative calm. Of building routines and establishing territories and pretending we'd won a  war  that  could  be definitively won. Three months of  watching  Moscow's  underworld  rearrange  itself around our consolidated power. 

 

Three  months  of  almost  believing  we  were untouchable. 

 

I should've known better. 
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The first indication came during a Tuesday morning meeting.  Mikhail's  phone  rang—the  encrypted  one he only used for the most sensitive communications. He  answered,  listened,  his  face  going  from  calm to stone in seconds. 

 

"When?"  A  pause.  "How  many?"  Another  pause. "Find them. Now." 

 

He  hung  up,  looked  at the three of us—me, Dmitri, Anton—with an expression that made my blood run cold. 

 

"We  have  a  problem,"  he  said  quietly.  "Interpol raided one of our warehouses in Saint Petersburg an hour ago. They knew exactly where to look. What to find. How to bypass security." 

 

"How?" Dmitri demanded. 
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"Someone  told  them."  Mikhail's  steel-gray  eyes were  arctic.  "We  have  a  rat.  And  they're  close enough to know operational details." 

 

The paranoia was immediate and suffocating. 

 

Over  the  next  week,  the  organization  turned  on itself.  Men  who'd  been  loyal  for  years  were questioned,  investigated,  had  their  communications monitored  and  their  movements  tracked.  Trust evaporated like water on hot asphalt. 

 

I  watched  it  happen  with  a  sick  feeling  in  my stomach.     Watched     as     Dmitri     conducted interrogations that were brutal even by his standards. Watched  as  Anton  compiled  evidence  that  damned people  who  might  be innocent. Watched as Mikhail made  decisions  that  sometimes  ended  with  people disappearing. 
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It  was  necessary.  I  understood  that.  A  leak  at  this level  could destroy everything we'd built. Could get us all arrested or killed. 

 

But  understanding  something  intellectually  didn't make watching it hurt less. 

 

"You  should  stay  out  of  this,"  Anton  told  me  one evening.  We  were  in  the  library—my  refuge  when the  violence  got  to  be  too  much.  "This  isn't  your burden." 

 

"Everything here is my burden now," I countered. "I chose this. I don't get to pick and choose which parts I participate in." 

 

"Even the ugly parts?" 

 

"Especially the ugly parts." 
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He  was  quiet  for  a  long  moment.  Then:  "You're changing. Hardening." 

 

"Is that a criticism?" 

 

"An  observation.  And  maybe  a warning. Be careful how much you harden. You could lose yourself." 

 

"I'm trying to find myself." 

 

"Those aren't the same thing." 

 

I  knew he was right. But I also knew that I couldn't be  the  soft,  scared  translator  who'd  stumbled  into this  world.  That  version  of  me  was  dead.  The question was who I was becoming to replace her. 
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I  started  helping  with  the  investigation.  Used  the analytical  skills  I'd  developed—pattern  recognition, linguistic  analysis,  the  ability  to  see  connections others missed. 

 

I reviewed communications. Followed money trails. Looked for inconsistencies in timelines and stories. 

 

And I found something. 

 

"Viktor Sokolov," I told Mikhail, pulling up files on his  laptop.  "Lieutenant  in  your  security  division. He's  been  communicating  with  an  Interpol  agent named  Marcus  Klein.  Encrypted  messages,  but  the encryption is weak. I broke it." 

 

Mikhail  leaned  forward, reading the exchanges. His expression grew darker with each message. 

 

"How long?" he asked. 
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"Six  months.  Maybe  more.  He's  been  feeding  them information about shipments, personnel movements, financial  structures."  I  pulled  up  more  files.  "But look  at  the  dates.  It  started  right  after  his  daughter, Katerina, was arrested on drug trafficking charges in Germany." 

 

Understanding crossed Mikhail's face. "They offered him a deal. Information for her freedom." 

 

"That's my assessment." 

 

He closed the laptop, leaned back in his chair. "What do we do?" I asked, even though I knew the answer. 

 

"There's  only  one  thing  to  do."  His  voice  was  flat. Final. 
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"He's a father trying to save his child." 

 

"He's  a  traitor  who  could  destroy  us  all.  Who's  put everyone  in  this  organization  at  risk.  Who's responsible  for  the  raid  that  got  three  of  our  men arrested." Mikhail's eyes met mine. "You know what has to happen." 

 

I  did.  In  this  world,  betrayal  had  only  one punishment.  Quick  if  you  were  lucky.  Slow  if  you weren't. 

 

"Let me talk to him first," I heard myself say. 

 

"Natalya—" 

 

"Please. Just let me try. Maybe there's another way." 
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Mikhail  and  Dmitri  exchanged  looks.  Anton remained  silent,  watching  me  with  those  winter-ice eyes. 

 

"You  have  one  hour,"  Mikhail  finally  said.  "After that, we do this my way." 

 

They  brought  Viktor  to  a  locked  room  in  the basement.  He  was  in  his  fifties,  graying,  with  the kind of face that had seen too much. When I entered, he looked up with eyes full of fear and resignation. 

 

"You found me," he said quietly. 

 

"I did." 

 

"I suppose you're here to kill me." 
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"I'm here to talk. After that..." I sat across from him. "Why,  Viktor?  You've  been  with  this  organization for fifteen years. Why betray it now?" 

 

"My  daughter."  His  voice  cracked.  "Katerina.  She was arrested in Berlin. Trafficking charges—she was just  in  the  wrong  place  with  the  wrong  people,  but the  evidence  looked  bad.  They  were  going  to  give her twenty years." 

 

"So you made a deal." 

 

"What  would  you  do?"  He  leaned  forward, desperate.  "If  someone  you  loved  was  facing prison—real  prison,  not  some  cushy  facility  but  a German  prison  where  women  like  her  don't survive—what  would  you  do?  What  wouldn't  you do?" 

 

The question landed hard. Because I didn't know. I'd never been tested like that. 
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"Tell me about the deal," I said instead. 

 

He did. Interpol had approached him through Klein, the  agent.  Information  about  the  organization  in exchange  for  Katerina's  freedom.  They'd  started small—minor  details,  nothing  critical.  But  then they'd  wanted  more.  And  more.  Until  Viktor  was providing  intelligence  that  could  bring  down  the entire operation. 

 

"I  didn't  want to," he said, and I believed him. "But every  time  I thought about stopping, I'd think about Katerina.  About  her  scared  and  alone  and  wasting her life in a cell. And I'd keep talking." 

 

"And now?" 

 

"Now  I'm  dead  either  way.  If  I  stop  talking,  they arrest  my  daughter.  If  I  keep  talking,  Mikhail  kills me." He laughed bitterly. "Some choice." 
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I  stood,  paced  the  small  room.  There  had  to  be another  way.  Some  solution  that  didn't  end  with Viktor dead and Katerina imprisoned. 

 

"What if there was a third option?" I asked slowly. 

 

"There isn't." 

 

"What  if  I  could get Katerina reduced charges? Not freedom,  but  something  manageable.  A  few  years instead of twenty. And in exchange, you stop talking to Interpol. Disappear. New identity, new life." 

 

"They'd never agree to that." 

 

"Let me try." 
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I  went  to  Anton  first.  "I  need  contacts.  Interpol contacts. Someone who can negotiate." 

 

"Natalya, this is a bad idea." 

 

"I know. But I'm doing it anyway." 

 

He  studied  me  for  a  long  moment.  Then pulled out his  phone,  made  a  call,  had  a  conversation  in German that I couldn't follow. Hung up. 

 

"Agent Werner Hoffman. German liaison to Interpol. He's... amenable to deals. Meet him at Café Pushkin tomorrow at noon." 

 

"Thank you." 

 

"Don't thank me yet. This could go very wrong." 
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It  did  go  wrong.  Just  not  in  the  way  any  of  us expected. 

 

Agent Hoffman was in his forties, professional, with the  kind  of  face  that  gave  nothing away. We met at the  café—public,  neutral,  the  kind  of  place  where violence would be noticed. 

 

I  laid  out  the  proposal:  Viktor  stops  cooperating. Katerina  gets  reduced  charges—five  years  with possibility of parole. Everyone walks away. 

 

"Interesting,"  Hoffman  said,  sipping  his  espresso. "But  why  would  I  agree?  Viktor  Sokolov  is providing  valuable  intelligence.  Why  would  I  trade that for a small concession on one case?" 

 

"Because  if  you  don't,  Viktor  disappears.  And  then you have nothing." 
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"We have enough. And we have other sources." 

 

A  lie.  I  could  see  it  in  the  way  his  eyes  shifted slightly left. He was bluffing. 

 

"Then we have a deal?" I pressed. 

 

"Perhaps. But I'll need something more. Insurance." 

 

"What kind of insurance?" 

 

He  smiled.  "You.  Come  work  for  us.  Provide information. And we'll make all of this go away." 

 

My blood ran cold. "You're asking me to become an informant." 
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"I'm  asking  you  to  do  the  right  thing.  Help  us dismantle  an  organization  that  traffics  in  violence and  death.  In  exchange,  we  protect  you  and  help Viktor's daughter." 

 

It was tempting. God, it was tempting. A way out. A way  to  save  Viktor  without  compromising everything. 

 

But  it  would  mean  betraying  Mikhail.  Dmitri. Anton. Betraying the family I'd chosen. 

 

"No," I said firmly. 

 

"Think about it carefully—" 

 

"I said no." 
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His  expression  hardened.  "Then  I'm  afraid  I  can't help  you." He pulled out his phone. "In fact, I think I'll  need  to  place  you  under  arrest.  Conspiracy, accessory  after the fact, a dozen other charges I can probably make stick." 

 

"You can't arrest me here. We're in public." 

 

"Watch me." 

 

He  reached  for  my  arm.  I  pulled  back,  standing quickly.  The  café  was  crowded—too  crowded  for him to make a scene without witnesses. 

 

But  he  was  reaching  for  his  badge,  about  to  make this official, when the door opened. 
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Dmitri  walked  in. Followed by Anton. Followed by twenty men who were very obviously armed even if their weapons weren't drawn. 

 

The café went silent. 

 

Dmitri  moved  to  my  side,  his  dark  eyes  fixed  on Hoffman.  "You  have  five  seconds  to let her go," he said quietly. 

 

"This is official Interpol business. You can't—" 

 

"One." 

 

Hoffman reached for his weapon. 

 

"Two." 
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"You're making a mistake—" 

 

"Three." 

 

Reality  seemed  to  penetrate. Hoffman looked at the men  behind  Dmitri.  Looked  at  the  café  full  of civilians who were starting to panic. Looked at me. 

 

"This isn't over," he said. 

 

"Four." 

 

Hoffman  released  my  arm,  stepped  back.  "You  just made  yourself  an  enemy  of  every  law  enforcement agency in Europe." 

 

"Not  the  first  time,"  Dmitri  replied.  "Won't  be  the last." 
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We left. Walked out of the café surrounded by armed men,  got  into  waiting  cars,  drove  away  before Interpol could organize a response. 

 

In the car, I was shaking. 

 

"You okay?" Dmitri asked, his hand covering mine. 

 

"I tried to do the right thing." 

 

"I know." 

 

"I failed." 

 

"You tried. That counts for something." 
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Back at the safe house, I had to face them. Mikhail, Dmitri,  Anton.  Tell  them  what  happened.  Confess that I'd compromised us all. 

 

"I'm  sorry,"  I  said.  "I  tried  to  save  Viktor.  Tried  to find  a  solution.  But  I  just  made  it  worse.  Interpol knows  I'm  part  of  the  organization  now.  They'll  be coming for all of us." 

 

"We knew that was a risk," Mikhail said calmly. 

 

"But—" 

 

"Natalya.  You  tried  to  do  the  right  thing. To save a man and his daughter. That's not a crime." 

 

"In our world, it might be." 
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"Then  our  world  is  wrong."  He  moved  closer, cupped  my  face.  "You're  not  like  us.  Not  yet.  You still  believe  in  mercy.  In  redemption.  In  finding solutions that don't end in blood." 

 

"And that's a weakness." 

 

"No.  It's  what  makes  you  strong.  What  makes  you different  from  every  other  person  in  this  life."  He pressed  his  forehead  against  mine.  "Don't  lose that. Please." 

 

Two  days  later,  Viktor  chose  to  disappear.  Mikhail arranged  new  identities,  passage  out  of  Russia, enough  money  to  start  over.  In  exchange,  Viktor would never speak of the organization again. 

 

Katerina  accepted  a  plea  deal—eight  years  with parole  possibility  after  four.  Not  perfect,  but survivable. 
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No one won. But no one lost everything. 

 

I  found  myself  on  the  balcony  that  night, staring at Moscow's  lights,  thinking  about  choices  and consequences and the person I was becoming. 

 

"You did good," Anton said, appearing beside me. 

 

"Did  I?  Viktor's  daughter  is  still  going  to  prison. Interpol knows about me. I created problems instead of solving them." 

 

"You  showed  mercy.  Tried  to  find  a  solution  that minimized harm. That takes courage." 

 

"Or stupidity." 
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"Often the same thing." He was quiet for a moment. "You  asked  me  once  if  I  worried  about  losing yourself.  About  hardening  too much. Want to know the truth?" 

 

"Always." 

 

"You  haven't  hardened. You've sharpened. There's a difference.  You've  learned  to  make  hard choices, to live  in  moral  gray  areas,  to  accept  that  sometimes there  are  no  good  options."  He  turned  to  face  me. "But  you  haven't  lost  your  compassion.  Your belief that  people  deserve  second  chances.  That  mercy matters." 

 

"Is that growth or corruption?" 

 

"Maybe  both.  Maybe  neither.  Maybe  it's  just becoming  who  you  need  to  be  to  survive  in  this world while still being true to yourself." 
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I  thought  about  that.  About  the  woman  I'd been—scared, running, desperate. About the woman I  was  now—powerful,  dangerous,  capable  of violence but still seeking alternatives. 

 

"I  don't  know  if  I  like  who  I'm  becoming,"  I admitted. 

 

"Do  any  of  us?"  He  pulled  me  close.  "But  I  know this:  You're  becoming  someone  remarkable. Someone  who  can  hold  a  knife  to  a  throat  one day and negotiate mercy the next. Someone who can kill without hesitation but still tries to save people when possible.  Someone  who's  learned to live in the gray without losing sight of what matters." 

 

"And what matters?" 

 

"Family.  Loyalty.  Protecting  the  people  you  love while  trying  not  to  become  a  monster  in  the process." 
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I  leaned  against  him,  grateful  for  his  presence,  for his understanding. 

 

"I'm  officially  a  criminal  now,"  I  said.  "Interpol, probably other agencies. They'll be looking for me." 

 

"Good.  Let  them  look.  They won't find you. And if they do, they'll have to go through all of us first." 

 

It  should  have  terrified  me.  Should  have  made  me regret my choices. 

 

Instead, I felt strangely at peace. 

 

I'd  tried  to  do  the  right  thing.  Had  failed  in  some ways, succeeded in others. 
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I'd  become  someone  who  could  make  impossible choices and live with the consequences. 

 

Someone who could exist in the gray areas between right and wrong. 

 

Someone  who  was dangerous and compassionate in equal measure. 

 

Whether  that  was  growth  or  corruption,  I  didn't know. 

 

Maybe both. 

 

Maybe it didn't matter. 

 

I was becoming who I needed to be. 
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And  I'd  face  whatever  came  next  with  the  same determination that had gotten me this far. 

 

The world could come for me if it wanted. 

 

I wouldn't be easy to break.
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 Chapter Nineteen 

 

She faces the past 

 

The  past  arrived  on  a  Wednesday  afternoon  in  the form  of  a  woman  I'd  never  met  but  had  thought about often. 

 

Elena Morozova. 

 

I  was  in  the  library  when  Anton  found  me,  his winter-ice  eyes  troubled.  "You  have  a  visitor.  She's insisting on seeing you specifically." 

 

"Who?" 

 

"Yuri Konstantinovich's widow." 
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The name hit me like a physical blow. Yuri. My old boss.  The  man  whose  execution  I'd  witnessed.  The man  whose  USB  drive  I'd  stolen.  The  man  whose death had started this entire nightmare. 

 

"How  did  she  find  me?"  I  asked,  already  standing, my heart racing. 

 

"Unknown. But she's here. With guards at every exit and Dmitri very close to throwing her out by force." 

 

I  found  her  in  the  formal  sitting room—a space we rarely used, all uncomfortable antiques and art worth more  than  most  people's  houses.  She  sat  in  a  chair like  it  was  a  throne,  back  straight,  hands  folded  in her lap. 

 

Elena  Morozova  was  early  fifties,  elegant  in  a way that  spoke  of  old  money  and  older  pain.  Her  dark hair  was  pulled  back  in  a  severe  bun,  her  face 
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composed,  but  her  eyes—gray-green,  like  winter seas—held  a  coldness  that  made  the  room  feel  ten degrees colder. 

 

Dmitri  stood  by  the  door,  hand  near  his  weapon. Mikhail  leaned  against  the  wall,  arms  crossed, radiating controlled menace. 

 

"Mrs.  Morozova,"  I  said,  keeping  my  voice  steady despite my racing heart. "I'm Natalya Orlova." 

 

"I  know  who  you  are."  Her  voice  was  cultured, precise. "You worked for my husband. And then you destroyed him." 

 

The accusation hung in the air like smoke. 

 

"I  didn't  destroy  him,"  I  said  carefully.  "The Chernovs  did.  Mikhail's  organization  did.  I  was just—" 
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"The  catalyst."  She  stood,  moving  closer.  She  was taller  than  me,  and  she  used  that  height  to  her advantage.  "You  stole  from  him.  You  ran.  You started a chain of events that ended with my husband executed  like  a  dog.  Everything  that  followed  is because of you." 

 

It  was  partially  true.  I'd  thought  about this—replayed  that  night  in  the  warehouse  a thousand  times.  If  I  hadn't  been  there.  If  I  hadn't grabbed  the  USB  drive. If I'd just stayed home sick like I'd considered. 

 

How many lives would be different? 

 

"I'm sorry," I said, and I meant it. "I never meant for any of this to happen. I was scared. I made a choice in a moment of panic, and I—" 

 

"Your intentions don't resurrect the dead." 
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The words were sharp as knives. True as gravity. 

 

Mikhail  pushed  off from the wall. "Mrs. Morozova, you should leave. Whatever grievances you have—" 

 

"Shut up." She didn't even look at him. "I'm not here for you. I'm here for her." Her gray-green eyes bored into mine. "I want her to know what she destroyed." 

 

She  reached  into  her  purse—Dmitri's  hand  went  to his  weapon  immediately—and  pulled  out  a photograph. Placed it on the table between us. 

 

Two  boys.  Teenagers,  maybe  sixteen  and  eighteen. Dark-haired,  handsome,  with  their  father's  sharp features  and  their  mother's  stormy  eyes.  They were smiling  in  the  photo,  arms  around  each  other,  but there was something haunted in their expressions. 
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"My sons," Elena said. "Dmitri and Anton. Different names  than  your  lovers,  but  the  same.  My husband wasn't  a  good  man.  I  knew  that.  Married  him anyway  because  love  is complicated and stupid. He dealt  in  secrets  and  lies  and sold information to the highest  bidder."  Her  voice  cracked slightly. "But he was  my  husband.  Father  to  my  children.  And  now my  sons  are  being  hunted  because  he  kept information that could destroy powerful people." 

 

My stomach dropped. "Hunted by who?" 

 

"Everyone. The remnants of the Chernov bratva who think  the  boys  know  where  their  father  hid additional  information.  Rival  organizations  who want  to  eliminate  any  loose  ends.  Government officials who can't risk exposure." She picked up the photo,  held  it  out  to  me. "They're hiding in Prague. Running from the same people you ran from. Except they  did  nothing  wrong.  Nothing  except  be  born to the wrong father." 

 

Guilt  crashed  over  me  like  a  wave.  These boys—children,  really—were  paying  for  their 

 

502

father's sins. Sins that had been exposed because I'd grabbed that USB drive. 

 

"What do you want me to do?" I asked quietly. 

 

"Help  them.  You  destroyed  their  father.  You  owe them that." 

 

It  was  emotional  blackmail.  Manipulation.  Using innocent  children  to  make  me  feel  responsible  for circumstances I hadn't controlled. 

 

It was also fair. 

 

Mikhail  stepped  forward.  "Mrs.  Morozova,  we can't—" 

 

"Yes, we can," I interrupted. "We can help them." 
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"Natalya—" 

 

"They're  innocent.  Children.  Being  hunted  because of  things  their father did." I looked at Mikhail. "We help them." 

 

"It's a trap," Mikhail said flatly. "She's working with someone. Using your guilt to lure us into—" 

 

"Then  investigate.  Verify.  But  if those boys are real and in danger, we help them." 

 

Elena's  expression  didn't  change,  but  something flickered in her eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or respect. 

 

"I'll  give  you  their  location," she said, pulling out a folded paper. "You have one week. After that, I can't guarantee they'll still be alive." 
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She  left  without  another  word,  walking  out  of  our fortress  like  she  owned  it,  leaving  nothing  but  a photograph and an impossible request. 

 

The moment she was gone, Mikhail rounded on me. "This is a terrible idea." 

 

"Probably." 

 

"It  could  be  a  trap.  A  way  to  draw  us  out, compromise our security, get us killed." 

 

"I know." 

 

"Then why—" 
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"Because I can't be responsible for two more deaths. I  can't.  I've  killed  people.  Watched  people  die. Become someone who can make impossible choices. But  I  can't—I  won't—let  children  suffer  because  I grabbed a USB drive in a moment of panic." 

 

Dmitri moved to stand beside Mikhail. "It's not your responsibility. You didn't kill their father. You didn't create this situation." 

 

"Didn't I? If I hadn't stolen that drive—" 

 

"Then  you'd  be  dead.  The  Chernovs  would  have found you. Killed you. And these boys would still be in  danger  because  their  father  was  a  criminal  who made  enemies."  Anton  appeared  in  the  doorway, having  listened  to  the  entire  exchange.  "You  can't save everyone, Maya." 

 

"No. But I can save them." 
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Over  the  next  two  days,  Anton's  network investigated. Verified. Confirmed. 

 

The  boys  were  real.  Dmitri  Morozov,  eighteen. Anton  Morozov,  sixteen.  Both  hiding  in a rundown apartment in Prague's Žižkov district, living on cash their  mother  had  given  them,  terrified  every  time someone knocked on their door. 

 

Three attempts had been made on their lives already. One  by  Chernov  loyalists.  One  by  an  unknown organization.  One  by  what  appeared  to  be  Russian intelligence. 

 

They  were  innocent.  And  they  were  going  to  die if someone didn't help them. 

 

"We  extract  them,"  I  said  during  the  strategy meeting. 
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"It's  risky,"  Anton  cautioned.  "Prague  is  neutral territory,  but  that  doesn't  mean  it's  safe.  And bringing  them  here—to  Moscow—makes  them  our responsibility." 

 

"I know." 

 

"You  understand  what  you're  asking?"  Mikhail's steel-gray  eyes  were intense. "We'd be taking in the children  of  a  man  who  betrayed  us.  Who  sold information  that  could  have  destroyed  us.  We'd  be protecting  them,  giving  them  resources,  making ourselves vulnerable." 

 

"I understand." 

 

"Why?" Dmitri demanded. "Why risk everything for strangers?" 
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I thought about that. About the girl I'd been—scared, running,  desperate.  About  the  woman  I'd become—powerful, dangerous, capable of violence. 

 

About who I wanted to be. 

 

"Because  I'm  not  just  trying  to  survive anymore," I said  quietly.  "I'm  trying  to  be  someone  I  can  live with.  Someone  who doesn't just make hard choices, but  chooses  mercy  when  possible.  Someone  who understands  that  children  shouldn't  pay  for  their parents' sins." 

 

Silence  filled  the  room.  The  three  men  exchanged looks—that  wordless  communication  that  excluded me but was somehow about me. 

 

"Fine,"  Mikhail  finally  said.  "We  extract  them. Anton,  you  coordinate.  Dmitri, you lead the team. I want this done quietly. No bodies. No attention." 
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"And when we get them here?" Dmitri asked. 

 

"New identities. Education funds. Enough money to start  over  anywhere  they  want.  We  get  them  safe, then we cut them loose." 

 

"What if they don't want to leave?" I asked. 

 

"They will. This life isn't something you choose. It's something that chooses you." 

 

The extraction took four days. 

 

Anton  coordinated  with  contacts  in  Prague.  Dmitri led a six-man team—small, efficient, deniable. They found  the  boys,  verified  their  identities,  extracted them without incident. 
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Almost  without  incident.  A  Chernov  loyalist  had been watching the apartment. Dmitri had to kill him. Quietly. No witnesses. No trace. 

 

Just another body in a war that refused to end. 

 

The  Morozov  boys  arrived  at  the  Moscow  house terrified  and  exhausted.  I  met  them  in  the  same formal sitting room where I'd met their mother. 

 

Up close, they looked even younger than their photo suggested.  Dmitri,  the  older  one,  had  his  father's sharp  intelligence  in  his  eyes  but  also  his  mother's wariness.  Anton,  the  younger,  was  softer,  more openly scared. 

 

"Are  you  going  to  kill  us?"  young  Dmitri  asked bluntly. 

 

"No," I said. "We're going to help you." 
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"Why?  Our  father  sold  information  about  you. About  this  organization.  Why  would  you  help  his sons?" 

 

"Because  you're  not  your  father.  You're  just  kids who got caught in a war you didn't start." 

 

"We're  not  kids,"  Anton—the  younger  one—said, his  voice  breaking  slightly.  "We  haven't  been  kids for a long time." 

 

He  was  right.  The  haunted  look  in  their  eyes  said they'd  seen too much, survived too much, grown up too fast. 

 

Like I had. 
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We set them up in a safe apartment across town. Not at  the  mansion—that  was  too  exposed—but somewhere  secure.  Gave  them  new  identities,  new papers,  access  to  funds  that  would  last  years  if managed properly. 

 

"You don't owe us anything," older Dmitri said when I  visited  them.  "We'll  take  the  new  identities  and disappear. You'll never hear from us again." 

 

"You can do that. Or you can stay. Get an education. Build a real life. We'll make sure you're protected." 

 

"Why?" he asked again. "Why go this far?" 

 

I  thought  about  all  the  answers  I could give. About guilt  and  responsibility  and  trying  to  be  better  than the world demanded. 
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"Because I was you once," I said instead. "Running. Scared.  Alone.  And  someone  gave  me  a  chance  to be more than just a victim. I'm paying that forward." 

 

Elena Morozova came to the house one final time. I met  her  at  the  gates—she  wasn't  allowed  inside anymore, security protocol. 

 

"My sons?" she asked without preamble. 

 

"Safe.  New  identities.  Enough  resources  to  start over." 

 

"Where?" 

 

"I can't tell you that. It's better if you don't know." 
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Her  gray-green  eyes  assessed  me.  "You  could  have killed  them.  Used  them  as  leverage.  Disappeared them." 

 

"I could have. I didn't." 

 

"Why?" 

 

"Because  they're  innocent.  And  I'm  trying  to  be someone who recognizes that distinction." 

 

She  was  quiet  for  a  long  moment.  Then  she  did something  unexpected:  she  smiled.  Small.  Sad. But genuine. 

 

"My  husband  used  to  say  you  were  timid. Forgettable.  Someone  who'd  never  amount  to anything."  She  looked  at  me  directly.  "He  was wrong." 
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"Was he?" 

 

"You're  stronger  than  he  ever  was.  Braver.  You've become  someone  who  can  survive  in  this  world without  losing  your  soul completely." She turned to leave, paused. "Thank you. For saving my sons." 

 

"I'm sorry. For your husband." 

 

"So  am I. But that's the past. My sons have a future now. That's enough." 

 

She left. I never saw her again. 

 

That  night,  I  found  Mikhail  in  his  study.  He  was reviewing  reports,  as  always,  the  weight  of  an empire on his shoulders. 
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"Why  did  you  do  it?"  he asked without looking up. "Really?  Not  the  answer  you  gave  them.  The  real reason." 

 

I  moved  to  stand  by  the  window,  looking  out  at Moscow's  lights.  "Because  I  needed  to  know  if  I could.  If  I  could  choose  mercy.  If  I  could  help people  even when it was dangerous or inconvenient or went against every logical calculation." 

 

"And?" 

 

"And  I  can.  I'm  still  capable  of  compassion.  Of seeing  people  as  people  instead  of  just  threats  or assets." 

 

He  set  down  his  papers, moved to stand beside me. "You're better than us." 
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"No. Just different." 

 

"You  make  us  better.  Make  us  think  about consequences beyond just survival and power. Make us  remember  that  we're  still  human  despite everything." 

 

"Is that good or bad?" 

 

"I  don't  know  yet."  He  pulled  me  close,  his  arms wrapping  around  me  from  behind.  "But  I  know  I don't  want  to  lose  it.  Lose  you. Lose this thing that reminds me we're more than just monsters." 

 

I  leaned  back  against  him,  feeling  his  heartbeat steady against my spine. 

 

The  scared  girl  who'd  run  from  a  warehouse  was gone.  Dead.  Buried  under  months  of  violence  and survival and impossible choices. 

 

518

In  her  place  was  someone  stronger.  Someone  who could  kill  without  hesitation but also choose mercy. Someone  who  understood  that  power  wasn't  just about  domination  but  about  the  choice  to  be  gentle when you could be brutal. 

 

Someone  who  could  live  in  this  world  without losing herself completely. 

 

I  didn't  know  if  that  was  growth  or  compromise  or just survival. 

 

Maybe all three. 

 

But  I  knew  this:  I'd  become  someone  I  could  live with. 

 

And in this world, that was enough.
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 Chapter Twenty 

 

She claims her throne 

 

Six months. 

 

Six  months  since  the  warehouse.  Since  the  bullet. Since  I'd  woken  up in a hospital bed surrounded by three men who'd refused to let me die. 

 

Six  months  of  building  something  new  from  the ruins of war. 

 

The  organization  was  thriving.  We'd absorbed three smaller groups, consolidated territory across Eastern Europe,  established  networks  that  stretched  from Moscow  to  Madrid.  Revenue was up. Violence was down—mostly because no one was stupid enough to challenge us anymore. 
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And  me?  I  was  no  longer  the  translator  who'd stumbled  into  the  wrong  warehouse  at  the  wrong time.  No  longer  the  prisoner  trying  to  survive.  No longer even the woman learning to fight back. 

 

I  was  part  of  the  leadership.  Officially.  Not  as  a figurehead  or  a  token  or  someone  they  indulged.  I had my own operations. My own team. My own seat at the table when decisions were made. 

 

I  managed  communications across the organization. Handled  negotiations  with  groups  that  spoke different     languages—literal     and     figurative. Developed  strategies  that  balanced  profit  with minimizing collateral damage. 

 

I'd become someone who mattered. Someone people listened to. Someone they respected. 

 

Someone they feared, even. 
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The relationship with the three men had evolved too. Settled  into  something  that  shouldn't  work  but somehow did. 

 

Some  nights,  I'd  be  with  Dmitri—all  raw  passion and  desperate  need  and  the  comfort  of  being  with someone  who  understood  violence  intimately.  We'd train together, fight together, fall into bed exhausted and alive. 

 

Other  nights,  Anton  would  read  to  me.  We'd  talk philosophy  and  morality  and  all  the  complicated questions  about  living  in  gray  spaces.  He'd  make love  to  me  like  he  was  memorizing  every  inch, every sound, every moment. 

 

And  then  there  was  Mikhail.  Nights  with him were different—intense,  consuming,  filled  with  strategy discussions  that  somehow  became  foreplay.  He'd pull me into his lap during late-night work sessions, his hands possessive, his kiss claiming. 
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It was unconventional. Occasionally jealousy would flare—Dmitri  would  see  me  leaving  Anton's  room and his jaw would tighten, or Mikhail would find me and  Dmitri  tangled  together  and  something  cold would flash in his eyes. 

 

But they worked through it. We all did. Because the alternative—choosing,  limiting,  pretending  this could be traditional—would destroy what we'd built. 

 

So we existed in the space we'd created. Four people who  loved  each  other  in  different  ways, who chose each  other  daily,  who  built  something  impossible together. 

 

Tonight  was  rare—all  four  of  us  having  dinner together.  Usually  our  schedules  didn't  align,  or someone  was  managing  an  operation,  or  the dynamics just felt too intense. 
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But  tonight,  we'd  made  time.  The  dining room was formal—crystal  and  china  and  food  prepared  by someone  Mikhail  paid  obscenely  well.  Wine  that probably cost more than my first apartment. 

 

I  wore  a  dress.  Black  silk  that  clung  and  flowed in equal measure. My hair was down, longer now than it  had  been  when  this  started.  The  ring  I  always wore—a  simple  band  Anton  had given me—caught the candlelight. 

 

"You  look  beautiful,"  Dmitri  said,  his  dark  eyes tracking my movement as I sat. 

 

"You always say that." 

 

"It's always true." 

 

Conversation  flowed  easily.  Business,  mostly.  The Spanish  operation  was  proceeding  ahead  of 
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schedule.  Our  contacts  in  Berlin  had  negotiated  a favorable  deal.  The remnants of the Chernov bratva had  officially  dissolved—Pavel  had  died  of  a  heart attack  three  weeks  ago,  and  no  one  had  stepped up to claim his territory. 

 

We'd won. Completely. The war was over. 

 

Which meant it was time to build something new. 

 

"We're  consolidating,"  Mikhail  said  as  dessert  was served.  "Absorbing  smaller  organizations.  Not through  violence—through negotiation. Partnership. We're becoming something bigger." 

 

"An empire," Anton added, sipping his wine. "We've always operated as a single organization. Now we're building  a  coalition.  Multiple  groups  unified  under common leadership." 
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"Ambitious," I observed. 

 

"Necessary.  The  world  is  changing.  Independent operations  are  too  vulnerable.  But  a  unified network?"  Mikhail's  steel-gray  eyes  gleamed. "That's sustainable. Powerful. Untouchable." 

 

"And  every  empire  needs  a  symbol,"  Dmitri  said, looking directly at me. 

 

Unease  prickled  down  my  spine.  "What  are  you saying?" 

 

Mikhail  reached  into  his  jacket,  produced  a  small wooden box. Set it on the table in front of me. 

 

My heart pounded. This felt significant. Ceremonial. 
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"Open it," he said quietly. 

 

I did. Inside, nestled in black velvet, was a ring. 

 

Not  an  engagement  ring—nothing  so  simple  or traditional.  This  was  a  signet  ring.  Heavy  gold, masculine  in  its  design,  engraved  with  a  symbol  I didn't  immediately  recognize.  Three  wolves, intertwined, forming a circular pattern. 

 

"This  represents  leadership,"  Mikhail  explained. "Partnership.  Power  shared  equally  among  those who  bear  it."  He  held  up  his  hand,  showing  an identical ring. Anton and Dmitri did the same. 

 

"We want you to wear it," Anton said. 

 

"As  what?  Your  mascot?  Your  pet  project  that worked out?" 
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"As our equal," Dmitri said firmly. "As our queen." 

 

The  word  landed  like  a  physical  blow.  Queen.  The thing  I'd  joked  about  in  that restaurant with Alexei, when  I'd  held  a  knife  to  his  throat  and  negotiated with  insane  logic.  The  thing  I'd  been  becoming without fully realizing it. 

 

"You're serious." 

 

"Completely,"      Mikhail     confirmed.      "This organization  is  as  much  yours  now  as  it  is  ours. You've  built  operations,  managed  teams,  made decisions  that  kept  us  all  alive and prosperous. The people  respect  you.  Some  fear  you.  You've  earned this." 

 

"People  who  wear  these  rings  lead,"  Anton  added. "They make decisions that affect thousands of lives. They  bear  responsibility  for  the  violence  and  the 
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mercy,  the  profits  and  the  consequences.  It's  not an honor. It's a burden." 

 

"One you've already been carrying," Dmitri finished. "We're just making it official." 

 

I  stared  at  the  ring.  At  the  symbol  of  three  wolves intertwined—representing  them,  I  realized. And the fourth space, empty until now. Waiting for me. 

 

"If I take this, there's no going back," I said quietly. 

 

"There  was  no  going  back  months  ago,"  Mikhail replied.  "The  moment  you  chose  to  stay.  The moment  you  killed  for  us.  The  moment  you  took a bullet  to  save  my life. This just acknowledges what already is." 
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My hand trembled slightly as I reached for the ring. Lifted  it  from  the  velvet.  Felt  its  weight—heavier than it looked, solid and undeniable. 

 

"You don't have to," Anton said gently. "If you want a  different  life—if  you  want  out—we'll  honor  that. Give  you  everything  you  need  to disappear, to start over, to be someone else." 

 

"But  if  you  take  that  ring,"  Dmitri  added,  "you're committing.  To  this life. To us. To the empire we're building. Forever." 

 

Forever.  A  word  that  should  have  terrified  me. Should have sent me running back to the scared girl who just wanted to be left alone with her books and coffee. 

 

Instead, it felt right. 
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I slid the ring onto my right hand. It fit perfectly—of course  it  did.  They'd  probably  had  it  sized  weeks ago, waiting for the right moment. 

 

"Okay,"  I  said,  meeting  each  of  their  eyes  in  turn. "Let's build an empire." 

 

Mikhail's  smile  was  devastating.  "Welcome  to  the family, officially." 

 

"She's  been  family  for  months,"  Dmitri  muttered, but he was smiling too. 

 

"Now  it's  official,"  Anton  agreed.  "Now  the  world knows." 

 

After  dinner,  I  found  myself  on  the  balcony off the master  bedroom. The Moscow night was cold, but I needed air. Space to process what I'd just agreed to. 
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The  city  sprawled  below,  lights  glittering  like scattered  diamonds.  Moscow.  The  city  where  this nightmare  had  started.  Where  I'd  been  nobody—a translator with quiet dreams and quieter fears. 

 

Now it was mine. Ours. The throne we ruled from. 

 

Strong  arms  wrapped  around  me  from  behind. Dmitri's  scent—leather  and  gunpowder  and something uniquely him—surrounded me. 

 

"Regrets?"  he  asked,  his  chin  resting  on  my shoulder. 

 

"Every day." 

 

"But you'd do it again?" 
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"Every day." 

 

He  held  me  tighter.  "You  know  what  this  means, right?  Taking  that  ring.  You're  a  target  now.  Every rival  organization,  every  government  agency,  every person with a grudge will be gunning for you." 

 

"They already were." 

 

"This  makes  it  official.  Makes  you  powerful  in  a way that can't be ignored or dismissed." 

 

"Good. I'm tired of being underestimated." 

 

Anton  appeared  on  my  other  side,  leaning  against the  balcony  railing.  "The  Spanish  operation confirmed.  We're  expanding  into  South  America. 
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Your  linguistic  skills  will  be  essential  for negotiations." 

 

"I'll make it work." 

 

"I know you will. You always do." 

 

Mikhail  was  the  last  to  join  us,  stepping  onto  the balcony with two glasses of whiskey. He handed one to  me,  kept  the  other.  We  drank  in  silence  for  a moment, all four of us looking out at the city. 

 

"There's  always  another  war  coming,"  Mikhail finally  said.  "Different  enemies.  Different  stakes. But war is constant in this life. You ready for that?" 

 

I thought about the question. Really thought about it. About  the  woman  I'd  been  and  the  woman  I'd become.  About  the  blood  on  my  hands  and  the mercy  in  my  heart.  About  the  impossible  choices 
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and the unconventional love and the empire we were building. 

 

"I'm ready," I said, and I meant it. 

 

Because I wasn't running anymore. Wasn't hiding or surviving or hoping someone else would save me. 

 

I  was  claiming  my  power.  My  throne.  My  place beside three men who'd somehow become my entire world. 

 

"What  about  family?"  Anton  asked  quietly. "Children.  A  future  beyond  just  power  and territory." 

 

The  question  surprised  me.  We'd  never  discussed it—too  focused  on  survival  and  war  and  building something stable. 
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"Do you want that?" I asked. 

 

"Maybe.  Someday.  When  the  world  is  safer.  When we've  consolidated  enough  that  our  children wouldn't be targets from birth." 

 

"Our  children,"  Dmitri  repeated,  his  voice  strange. "That's... complicated." 

 

"Everything about us is complicated," I pointed out. "But that doesn't mean it's impossible." 

 

"Would  you?"  Mikhail  asked  me  directly.  "Want children? A family? Knowing they'd grow up in this world?" 
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I thought about the Morozov boys. About innocence destroyed  by  their  father's  choices.  About  children paying for their parents' sins. 

 

"I  don't  know,"  I  admitted.  "But  I  know  I'd  protect them.  We'd  protect  them.  Give  them  choices  we never had." 

 

"That's  enough,"  Mikhail  said.  "For  now,  that's enough." 

 

We  stood  there, the four of us, as Moscow breathed and  pulsed  below.  A  city  of  millions  who  had  no idea  that  their  fates  were  partially controlled by the people on this balcony. 

 

Power was intoxicating. Terrifying. Addictive. 

 

And I was drowning in it. 

 

537

"To the empire," Mikhail said, raising his glass. 

 

"To family," Anton added. 

 

"To survival," Dmitri finished. 

 

"To us," I said. "Whatever the hell we are." 

 

We  drank.  The  whiskey  burned  all  the  way  down, warming me from the inside. 

 

This was my life now. My choice. My throne. 

 

I'd gone from victim to survivor to something more. Something  powerful  and  dangerous  and  capable  of terrible things. But also something that could choose mercy. That could build instead of just destroy. 
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I'd become a queen. 

 

Not the kind from fairy tales—crowned and beloved and living happily ever after. 

 

But  the  kind  from  reality—forged  in  fire,  tested by violence,  ruling  through  strength  and  strategy  and the occasional act of unexpected kindness. 

 

The kind who could hold a knife to someone's throat one day and save orphaned boys the next. 

 

The  kind  who  loved  three  men  and  refused  to apologize for it. 

 

The  kind  who'd  claimed  her  throne  not  through birthright but through survival. 
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"Whatever  comes  next,"  I  said,  looking  at  each  of them, "we face it together." 

 

"Together," Mikhail agreed. 

 

"Always," Anton added. 

 

"Until death," Dmitri finished. 

 

And  maybe  that's  all  any  of  us  could  promise.  To stand together. To fight together. To build something that might outlast us. 

 

To  rule  over  the  empire  we'd  built  from  blood  and bullets and impossible choices. 
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The scared girl from Moscow was dead. In her place stood a queen. 

 

And I was ready for whatever came next. 

 

Ready to fight. Ready to love. Ready to rule. 

 

The  city  glittered  below,  full  of  people  living  their ordinary  lives,  unaware  that  four  people  on  a balcony held extraordinary power over their world. 

 

Let them be unaware. 

 

Let them sleep peacefully. 

 

We'd  bear  the  weight  of  what  needed  to  be  done. Make  the  impossible  choices.  Carry  the  burden  of power. 
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Because someone had to. 

 

And we'd chosen to be those someones. 

 

Together. 

 

Always. 

 

Until death or empire's end—whichever came first. 

 

I  touched  the  ring on my finger, felt its weight, and smiled. 

 

This was my throne. 
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And I was never letting it go.
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 Epilogue 

 

She reflects 

 

One year later. 

 

The  cemetery  was  quieter  than  Moscow  had  any right to be. Located on the outskirts, where the city's chaos  faded  into  something  almost  peaceful,  it  felt like  stepping  into  a  different  world. A world where time  moved  slower.  Where  the  dead  rested  and  the living  could  pretend,  for  a  moment,  that  violence and empire didn't exist. 

 

I  stood  in  front  of  three  headstones,  all  in  a  row. Simple  granite  markers  that  said  almost  nothing about the people buried beneath them. 

 

Viktor Orlova. Beloved husband and father. 

 

Marina Orlova. Cherished wife and mother. 
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Stacy Petrov. Dear sister and aunt. 

 

My  parents.  My aunt. The only family I'd ever had. Dead  for  six years now—a car accident on a frozen road that had taken them from me in an instant. 

 

I  visited  less  often  these  days.  Life  was  too complicated  for  frequent  pilgrimages.  Too  many operations  to  manage.  Too many threats to monitor. Too  many  responsibilities  that came with wearing a gold  ring  that  marked  me  as  royalty  in  a  kingdom built on blood. 

 

But  today  was  my  birthday.  Twenty-five  years  old. A  quarter  century  of  existence.  And  I'd  survived another  year  in  a  life  where  survival  was  never guaranteed. 

 

That felt worth acknowledging. 

 

"Hey,  Mom.  Dad.  Aunt  Stacy,"  I  said  to  the  cold granite.  My  breath  misted  in  the  December  air.  "I 
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know  it's  been  a  while.  Things  have  been... complicated." 

 

Understatement of the century. 

 

"I  know  you  wouldn't  approve  of  my  life  choices. Criminal  empire  and  all  that."  I  laughed,  and  it sounded  bitter  even  to  my  own  ears.  "Mom,  you wanted  me  to  be  a  teacher.  Something  safe  and respectable.  Dad, you thought I should work for the government—diplomatic  service,  maybe.  Use  my language skills for something noble." 

 

I  touched  my  father's  headstone,  feeling  the  cold stone under my palm. 

 

"I'm  not  doing  any  of  that.  I'm  running  operations that  move  money  and  weapons  and  information across  continents.  I'm  making  decisions  that  affect thousands  of  lives.  I've  killed  people.  Watched people  die.  Become  someone  who  can  order violence and sleep soundly afterward." 
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The  wind  picked  up,  scattering  dead  leaves  across the graves. 

 

"But I'm alive. That counts for something, right?" 

 

I  told  them  about  my  life. About the business deals we'd  closed—the  shipping  network  in  Spain,  the financial  operations  in  Switzerland,  the  technology infrastructure we were building in Singapore. About the  unconventional  relationship  I'd  built  with  three men who should have been my enemies but became my entire world. 

 

"I'm  with  three  of  them.  At  the  same  time.  I  know that  would  horrify  you,  Mom.  You  were  so traditional. One man, one marriage, one life lived by the  rules."  I  smiled  despite  myself.  "But  I  learned something  this  year:  sometimes  the  rules  don't  fit. Sometimes you have to make your own." 

 

I  told  them  about  Dmitri—his  fierce protection and barely  controlled violence and the way he looked at me  like  I  was  worth  dying  for.  About  Anton—his quiet  intelligence  and  endless  patience  and the way he  saw  through  every  mask  I  wore.  About 
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Mikhail—his  cold  control  and  strategic  brilliance and  the  possessiveness  that  should  have  scared  me but instead made me feel valued. 

 

"They love me. All three of them. In different ways, for  different  reasons.  And  I  love  them  back.  It's complicated  and  messy  and  absolutely  insane.  But it's mine. And it's real." 

 

The  cemetery  was  empty  except  for  me.  Even  the groundskeeper  had  disappeared,  giving  me  privacy with my ghosts. 

 

"I'm  not  the  same  person  anymore,"  I  admitted quietly.  "The  girl  you  raised—the  one  who  loved books  and  dreamed  of  a  quiet  life  translating poetry—she's  gone.  She  died  in  a  warehouse  in Moscow  when  she  witnessed  murder  and  ran. Everything  after  that  was  just...  becoming someone new." 

 

I knelt, brushed leaves off my mother's headstone. 
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"I  don't  know  if  that would disappoint you or make you  proud.  I've  done  terrible  things.  But  I've  also saved  people.  Protected  innocents.  Chose  mercy when I could have chosen violence. I'm trying to be someone  I  can  live  with.  Someone  who  has  power but doesn't let it corrupt completely." 

 

A car door slammed somewhere behind me. I didn't turn.  Knew  who  it  was  by  the  sound  of  his footsteps—heavy,  deliberate,  the  walk  of  someone who'd spent years in combat boots. 

 

Dmitri  appeared  in  my  peripheral  vision  but  didn't approach.  Just  leaned  against  the  vehicle  we'd arrived  in,  giving  me  space  to  finish  my conversation with the dead. 

 

I  appreciated  that.  The  way  he  understood  when  I needed  proximity  and  when  I  needed  distance.  The way all three of them had learned to read me, to give me what I needed before I had to ask. 

 

"I  should  go,"  I  told  my  family.  "There's  a  party tonight.  Business  partners  and  allies  and  people we 
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need  to  keep  close.  I'll  wear  a  designer  dress  and expensive jewelry and play the role they expect." 

 

I  touched  each  headstone  in  turn.  My  father's first—solid,  dependable,  the  man  who'd  taught  me to be strong. My mother's next—elegant, proper, the woman  who'd  taught  me  kindness.  My  aunt's last—fierce,  independent,  the  woman  who'd  taught me that rules were meant to be questioned. 

 

"I  miss  you,"  I  whispered.  "Every  day.  But  I'm building something. Something that would probably horrify  you.  But  it's  mine.  And  I'm  not  ashamed of it." 

 

I stood, brushed dirt from my knees. Turned to walk back to the car. 

 

"You good?" Dmitri asked as I approached. 

 

"Yeah. I'm good." 
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He  studied  me  with  those  dark  eyes  that  missed nothing. "You sure? You look..." 

 

"Like I've been talking to dead people?" 

 

"Like you're carrying weight you don't need to carry alone." 

 

I  leaned  against  him,  felt  his  arm  wrap  around  my shoulders. Solid. Warm. Alive. 

 

"I'm  good,"  I  repeated.  "Just...  remembering  who  I was. Making sure I don't forget completely." 

 

"You won't. You're still you. Just... more." 

 

"More dangerous?" 

 

"More everything." 
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We  drove  back  to  Moscow  in  comfortable  silence. The  city  appeared  on  the  horizon—sprawling, glittering,  pulsing  with  life  and  chaos  and  millions of people living their ordinary existences. 

 

"Think we'll still be doing this in ten years?" I asked as we entered the city limits. 

 

Dmitri  snorted. "If we're alive in ten years, it'll be a miracle." 

 

"Good point." 

 

"But  yeah.  If  we're  alive,  we'll  be  doing  this.  You, me,  Mikhail,  Anton.  This  dysfunctional  family we've  built."  He  glanced  at  me.  "You  got  plans  to leave?" 

 

"No. You?" 

 

"Not a chance." 

 

552

"Then I guess we're stuck together." 

 

"Could be worse." 

 

"Could be dead." 

 

"Exactly." 

 

The  mansion  appeared,  lit  up  like  a  palace,  cars already  arriving  for  the  party.  I  could  see  guards at the  gates,  staff  moving  inside  the  windows,  the careful  orchestration  of  an  event  designed  to demonstrate power. 

 

"Give me an hour," I told Dmitri as we pulled up. "I need to get ready." 

 

"You need help with anything?" 

 

"Just zip me up when I'm done." 
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His  smile  was  wicked.  "Zipping  you up isn't nearly as fun as unzipping you." 

 

"Later. After the party. After we've impressed all the right people and terrified all the others." 

 

"Deal." 

 

In  my  room—our  room,  really,  though  we  all maintained  separate  spaces  for  the  appearance  of propriety—I  stared  at  the  gown  hanging  in  the closet.  Black,  because  black  was  power.  Silk, because silk was luxury. Cut to show enough skin to be memorable without being inappropriate. 

 

I  showered,  letting  hot  water  wash  away  the cemetery's  cold. Dried off, applied makeup with the precision of someone who'd learned that appearance mattered  in  this  world.  Styled  my  hair  into something elegant and severe. 

 

The  dress  fit  perfectly.  Clung  where  it  should, flowed where it needed to. I looked at myself in the 
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mirror  and  barely  recognized  the  woman  staring back. 

 

Designer  gown  that  cost  more  than  most  people's monthly  salary.  Professional  makeup  that  hid  any vulnerability.  Hair  styled  by  someone  who  charged hundreds for their expertise. Jewelry glittering at my throat  and  wrists—diamonds,  because  Mikhail believed in visible displays of wealth. 

 

And  that  ring.  Heavy  gold on my right hand. Three wolves  intertwined.  The  symbol  of  leadership,  of partnership, of power shared equally. 

 

I looked like a queen. 

 

I felt like a survivor. 

 

Maybe I was both. 
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Dmitri  appeared  in  the  doorway,  dressed  in  a tailored  suit  that  made  him  look  dangerous  and civilized in equal measure. "You ready?" 

 

"Almost." I turned my back to him. "Zip me up?" 

 

His  fingers  were  warm  against  my  spine  as  he slowly  pulled  the  zipper  closed.  But  instead  of stepping back when he finished, his hands settled on my waist, pulling me against him. 

 

"You're magnificent," he murmured against my ear. 

 

"You always say that." 

 

"It's  always  true."  His  lips  brushed  my  neck. "Sometimes  I  forget  how  far  you've  come.  Then  I see  you  like  this,  and  I  remember the scared girl in that  café.  The one who looked like she'd shatter if I breathed wrong." 

 

"That girl is gone." 
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"I  know.  I  just  wanted  to  acknowledge  that  I'm proud  of  you.  Of who you've become. Even though I'm terrified of you sometimes." 

 

I turned in his arms, looked up at him. "Terrified?" 

 

"You're  the  most  powerful  person  I  know. And you don't even realize it." 

 

"I'm not—" 

 

"You  are.  You hold the four of us together. Keep us from  tearing  each  other  apart.  Build something that shouldn't  exist  but  does  because  you  refuse to let it fail."  His  hand  cupped  my  face.  "That's  power, Maya.  The  kind  that  can't be bought or taken. Only earned." 

 

I  kissed  him,  pouring  everything  into  it.  Gratitude and  love  and  the  complicated  mix  of  emotions  that defined us. 
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"We  should  go  down,"  I  said  when we broke apart. "Before Mikhail sends a search party." 

 

"Let him wait. He's good at that." 

 

But we went anyway, descending the grand staircase together.  The  party  was  in  full  swing—music, laughter,  the  clink  of  glasses  and  murmur  of important conversations. 

 

Anton  saw  us  first,  his  winter-ice  eyes  warming slightly.     Mikhail     appeared    moments  later, immaculate  in  his  suit,  his  steel-gray  eyes  tracking my movement across the room. 

 

We  circulated.  I  spoke  to  business  partners  in  five different  languages.  Negotiated  deals  and  alliances. Charmed  people  who  needed  charming  and intimidated people who needed intimidating. 

 

I  played  the  role  perfectly.  Because  I'd  learned that power was as much performance as reality. 
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Later,  after  the  party  wound  down  and  the  guests departed,  I  found  myself  back  on  the  balcony.  The Moscow  night  was  cold  and  clear,  stars  visible despite the city's light pollution. 

 

"You disappeared," Mikhail said, joining me. 

 

"Needed air. Needed to think." 

 

"About?" 

 

"Everything.  How  I  got  here.  Who  I've  become. Whether my family would recognize me anymore." 

 

He was quiet for a long moment. Then: "Would they approve?" 

 

"No. God, no. They'd be horrified." 

 

"Does that bother you?" 
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"It should. But it doesn't. Not anymore." I looked at the  city  below.  "I've  made  peace  with  who  I  am. What I've become. I'm not that scared girl anymore. I'm someone who can rule an empire. Who can love three  men  and  not  apologize.  Who  can  make impossible choices and sleep soundly." 

 

"You've become magnificent." 

 

"You've  all said that tonight. Is there a script I don't know about?" 

 

He  smiled—rare  and  genuine.  "Just  truth.  You've exceeded  every expectation. Become more than any of us imagined." 

 

"Is that good or bad?" 

 

"It's everything." 
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I  turned  to  face  him  fully.  "I  love  you.  All three of you. In case I don't say it enough." 

 

"We know. But it's nice to hear anyway." 

 

Inside,  I  could  hear  Anton  and Dmitri talking, their voices  blending with the sound of staff cleaning up. My  family.  My  dysfunctional,  impossible, absolutely insane family. 

 

"I  should  write  my  book  description,"  I  said suddenly. 

 

"What?" 

 

"For the story of my life. If someone were to write it down."  I  looked  at  the  ring  on  my  finger,  felt  its weight.  "They  erased  my  name  once.  Made  me nobody. Made me run and hide and disappear." 

 

"And now?" 
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"Now  they  whisper  it  with  respect.  Or fear. I'm not sure  there's  a  difference  anymore."  I  met  Mikhail's eyes.  "But  I'm  still  breathing.  Still  standing.  Still wearing  the  crown  I  took  for  myself.  And  if  they want it back, they'll have to kill me first." 

 

He pulled me close, kissed me like he was trying to prove  something.  When  we  broke  apart,  I  was breathless. 

 

"Come  inside,"  he  said.  "It's  cold.  And  we  have plans to make." 

 

"For what?" 

 

"The future. The empire. Whatever comes next." 

 

I  took  his  hand,  let  him  lead  me  inside.  Back  to warmth  and  family  and  the life I'd built from blood and bullets and impossible choices. 

 

I wasn't that scared translator anymore. 
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I was Natalya Orlova. 

 

Queen of an empire. 

 

Lover of three impossible men. 

 

Survivor  of  wars  and  bullets  and  my  own transformation. 

 

And I was ready for whatever came next. 

 

Because I'd learned the most important lesson of all: You  don't  survive  by  being  small  or  quiet  or forgettable. 

 

You  survive  by  being  powerful  enough  that  no one dares to destroy you. 

 

And I'd become exactly that. 
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Powerful. 

 

Dangerous. 

 

Magnificent. 

 

A queen who'd claimed her throne and would defend it with everything she had. 

 

The story that started in a warehouse in Moscow had become an empire. 

 

And I was never letting it go. 

 

THE END 
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