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CROWN OF VENGEANCE

THE WAR ISN'T OVER UNTIL WE SAY IT IS.

The girl who trembled at the sound of footsteps is gone. She was buried beneath the rubble of a destroyed fortress, alongside the life I used to know. The woman who rose from the ashes doesn’t fear the dark anymore. She commands it.

I am Anya Volkov, and I am no longer just a wife or a hostage. I am the Queen of a broken kingdom, and I intend to fix it.

Mikhail Volkov thinks he can shield me from the fallout. He thinks he can lock me away in a new gilded cage while he hunts the "Enemy Within" alone. He treats me like glass—precious, fragile, and easily shattered.

He forgets that glass, when broken, becomes a weapon.

We know the truth now. The betrayal runs deeper than we ever imagined, rotting the syndicate from the inside out. The list of names we can trust has burned down to two.

Mikhail wants to set the world on fire to keep me safe. But I don't want safety. I want the head of the snake that tried to destroy us.

We will not just rule this city. We will bring it to its knees. 👑🩸💣

★★★★★ "A masterful conclusion. Watching Anya transform from a pawn into the true power behind the throne was breathtaking. Mikhail is lethal, but Anya is the dangerous one. The ending shattered me and put me back together." – Goodreads Reviewer

Book 3 of 3 in Royal Debt Series. Reading Order: Crown of Shadows, Crown of Chaos and Crown of Vengeance.

This is the explosive series finale. Expect a power-couple dynamic, high-stakes revenge, and a Happily Ever After earned in blood.
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CHAPTER 1
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MIKHAIL P.O.V.

The world had gone silent when she disappeared into the sky, but now it would learn to scream.

The air in the bunker was thick with the smell of stale coffee and fear. My men looked at me like I was a ghost, their faces a mixture of shock and a pity I wanted to carve out of them with my bare hands. I ignored them all, their hushed whispers dying as I strode into the war room. The grime of the airfield was caked under my nails, the fine fabric of my suit was torn and stained with another man’s blood, and my eyes felt like they were packed with sand and broken glass. I hadn’t slept. I wouldn’t sleep until her skin was against mine again.

I walked directly to the large, illuminated map of the city that dominated the far wall. It was a web of territories, assets, and enemies. Useless. An artifact from a life that had ended yesterday on a strip of tarmac. My reflection in the glossy surface was a stranger—unshaven, haunted, a feral thing wearing the ruin of a king’s clothes. The controlled Pakhan was dead. He’d died with her name on his lips as that helicopter became a speck in a grey, indifferent sky.

A heavy silence pressed in on the room. They were waiting for orders. Waiting for the leader they knew to make a strategic decision, to retaliate against Morozov, to shore up defenses. They didn’t understand. This was no longer a war for territory. It was a hunt.

My voice, when it came out, was a raw, grating sound, the noise of something broken dragging itself from a wreckage. I placed a hand flat against the cold surface of the map, my fingers spreading over the grid of streets where she could be, where she was breathing, and I wasn't there. The thought was a physical agony, a phantom blade twisting in my gut.

“Forget Morozov,” I rasped, the words scraping my throat. Every head in the room snapped toward me. “Forget territory. Our war has only one objective now: finding my wife.” My gaze swept over them, a dead, flat stare that dared any of them to question it. “We start with every known associate of Dimitri's. Burn them all until one of them talks.”

The order hung in the air, absolute and terrifying. This wasn’t strategy. It was a scorched-earth policy aimed not at an organization, but at a single thread of betrayal. It was the command of a madman, and every man in that room knew it. But they also saw the look in my eyes and knew, without question, that they would obey. The fear in the room curdled into a cold, focused resolve. The hunt had begun.

The silence was replaced by the frantic clatter of keyboards and quiet, urgent voices. My men scrambled, their professionalism a thin veneer over the raw shock of my command. They pulled up files, cross-referencing contacts, digging into the digital guts of a traitor’s life. I didn’t move from the map. I stood there, my hand still pressed against it, as if I could feel her location through the layers of plastic and light.

My mind was a fucking hurricane. A constant, looping reel of her face. Anya, arguing with me over a chess move, her green eyes flashing with intelligence and fire. Anya, her head thrown back in laughter, a sound I’d only recently discovered I couldn’t live without. Anya, gasping my name in the dark, her body trembling under my hands. Her scent, the ghost of it on the collar of my shirt, a torment that made me want to rip the fabric to shreds.

Then the final image, the one that burned behind my eyes every time I blinked. Her face in the helicopter window. Pale, terrified, her eyes locked on mine. A look of such desperate, silent pleading that it had shattered something deep inside me. I had failed. I, who controlled everything, had stood there, helpless, and watched them take the only thing that mattered.

My fist clenched, and I slammed it against the wall next to the map. The impact was a dull thud that vibrated through the room, silencing the keyboards. A few men flinched. I didn't feel the pain in my knuckles, not really. It was a distant, secondary sensation. A pale imitation of the gaping wound in my chest.

“Sir.” One of my senior men, Sergei, approached cautiously, his face grim. He held a tablet out to me. “We have a primary link. A money launderer. Low-level, but consistent contact with Dimitri for the past six months. Handled all his personal payouts. Viktor Orlov.”

A face appeared on the main screen. A soft, fleshy man in his fifties with small, arrogant eyes and a weak chin. A worm who thought he was a player. He was Dimitri’s eyes and ears in the financial district, the man who washed the blood money that had paid for my wife’s abduction. A hot, black wave of rage washed through me, so potent it almost buckled my knees. This face. This was the start.

I didn’t take the tablet. I didn’t need to read the file. I just raised my arm and pointed a single, trembling finger at the man’s image on the screen. The word was a gunshot in the tense silence.

“Him. Now.”

The command echoed as I turned, my back to the screen, and walked out of the war room. There was no plan. There was no need for one. The plan was pain. The plan was a straight line of violence from me to her.

Men scrambled to keep up as I moved through the concrete corridors of the bunker. I could hear them calling out logistics, grabbing gear, assembling a team. It was all background noise. I walked to the armory, the heavy steel door hissing open before me. I didn't bother with body armor or sidearms. I went to the rack and lifted a Kalashnikov, the weight of it familiar and cold in my hands. I checked the magazine, slapped it into place, and racked the slide. The metallic clack-clack was the only sound that made sense, the only language I had left.

Outside, the engines of three black armored cars were already roaring to life in the subterranean garage. I didn’t wait for Sergei to assign positions. I yanked open the passenger door of the lead vehicle and threw myself inside. The driver, a young kid with wide, nervous eyes, flinched as I slammed the door shut.

“Go,” I snarled.

He didn’t need to be told twice. The tires squealed as we shot up the ramp and into the night. The city was a blur of smeared neon and deep shadows, a concrete labyrinth hiding a thousand rats. She was in one of these buildings. Behind one of these windows. The thought was an unbearable pressure in my skull, a physical agony that made me want to put my head through the ballistic glass. Every passing light was a potential place she could be, every shadow a place they could have taken her.

The rifle lay heavy across my lap, a solid, cold anchor in the chaos of my thoughts. My thumb stroked the selector switch, the grooved metal a point of focus. I needed focus. I couldn’t afford the memories. But they came anyway.

Zurich. The clean, white sheets of the hotel bed. Her, asleep, face soft and unguarded in the morning light. The fiery red of her hair a slash of vibrant life against the pristine pillows. I remembered the urge I’d had then, to wake her up with my mouth, to taste the sleep from her lips, to lose myself in her until the whole world outside that room ceased to exist. For a few hours, it had. We had been invincible.

I squeezed my eyes shut, the memory a shard of glass twisting in my gut. I had been a fool. My weakness, my idiotic sentimentality, had blinded me. That softness, that moment of peace, was what Dimitri and Morozov had used against me. They had turned my own heart into a weapon and aimed it at my head.

The image of her sleeping face dissolved, replaced by the helicopter, by the muzzle flashes of Morozov’s men, by the sickening finality of her being ripped away. My hand tightened on the rifle’s grip until my knuckles were white bone. I crushed the memory of Zurich. I stomped it into nothing. There was no room for softness now. Softness was a liability. Softness lost her. Only rage would get her back. Rage was a tool. It was a compass. And right now, it was pointing directly at Viktor Orlov.

The armored car screeched to a halt so abruptly that I was thrown forward against the dashboard. We were in front of a sleek, glass-fronted tower, a monument to the clean, sterile money Orlov swam in. There was no recon. No circling the block. My command had been "now," and now was a battering ram.

I was out of the car before it had fully stopped, my men pouring out of the vehicles behind me. The night air was cool, but I was burning up from the inside. The doorman in the lobby saw us coming, a half-dozen men in tactical gear led by a wild-eyed monster in a ruined suit, and his face went slack with terror. He fumbled for a phone. Too slow.

We didn’t go around. We went through. The heavy glass doors of the lobby exploded inward in a shower of glittering shards as the first of my men hit them with a sledge. People inside screamed, a sound that was barely a whisper beneath the roaring in my ears. I paid them no mind. They were scenery. The only person in this building who mattered was on the top floor.

We bypassed the elevators, heading straight for the fire escape. The stairwell became an echo chamber for the percussive, rhythmic thunder of our boots on concrete. My own breathing was a ragged, harsh sound in my ears, each inhale fueling the furnace in my chest. I pushed past my own men, taking the stairs two, sometimes three at a time. I could feel them struggling to keep up. I wasn’t a commander directing troops from the rear anymore. I was the wolf at the front of the pack, teeth bared, hungry for the first taste of blood.

We reached the top floor, the door marked ‘PH’. Two of my men moved to set a breaching charge. I shoved them aside. “No time.”

I stepped back, then threw my entire weight against the solid wood. The impact shuddered up my arm, but the door held. The rage surged, a fresh wave of white-hot power. I hit it again, shoulder-first, the full force of my grief and fury behind the blow. There was a sharp crack of splintering wood, the shriek of a tortured lock, and the door flew inward, slamming against the interior wall. I was the first man inside.

The penthouse was a scene of frantic, aborted escape. A half-packed briefcase lay open on a leather sofa, clothes spilling out. An overturned glass of wine stained a white rug like a fresh wound. Across the expansive room, through an archway, I saw him. Viktor Orlov. Dressed in a silk robe, fumbling with the lock on a reinforced door to a back room—a panic room, most likely. He was trying to run.

A guttural roar tore from my throat. I crossed the opulent living room in a blur of motion, my boots skidding on the polished marble floor. He heard me, his head snapping around, his eyes wide with animal panic. He was too slow.

I hit him like a freight train. The tackle was all bone and impact, driving him away from the door and sending us both crashing sideways over a low-slung glass coffee table. The table didn’t stand a chance. It shattered under our combined weight with a deafening explosion of sound, showering us in a cascade of sharp, glittering fragments.

We landed hard on the floor amidst the wreckage. I felt the sting of glass cutting into my hands, my knees, but it was nothing. Orlov squirmed beneath me, a pathetic, soft creature trying to fight back. I felt his hand scrabbling for something at his waist, inside his robe. A small pistol. I grabbed his wrist, twisting it brutally until I heard a wet pop from the joint. He screamed, a high, thin sound, and the gun clattered to the floor. I kicked it away.

Hooking my hand into the collar of his expensive silk robe, I hauled him to his feet. He was limp, sobbing, his wrist hanging at an unnatural angle. I didn't care. I slammed him backward against a large, minimalist plaster wall. The impact was hard enough to make his teeth click, his head snapping back against the surface. A fine spiderweb of cracks appeared in the plaster around his head. I pressed my forearm across his throat, pinning him there, cutting off his air, his pathetic whimpers. I leaned in close, my face inches from his, wanting to see the terror in his eyes as it dawned on him that his money, his connections, his safe little world—none of it could save him now.

My men flooded into the room behind me, weapons raised, securing the space. Their movements were sharp, professional, a stark contrast to the raw, uncontrolled violence of my arrival. I could feel their eyes on me, on the cracked wall, on the whimpering man pinned beneath my arm.

Without taking my eyes off Orlov, I barked an order, my voice a low, vicious snarl. “Secure the perimeter. Wait outside this room.” My gaze flickered to the bathroom door I’d seen down a short hall. “No one comes in.”

There was a beat of hesitation, then the quiet affirmation of my men turning to obey. I didn’t wait for them to clear out. I released the pressure on Orlov’s throat just enough for him to drag in a desperate, sputtering gasp of air. Before he could recover, I grabbed him again by the scruff of his neck, his silk robe tearing in my grip, and began to drag him. His feet scrabbled for purchase on the marble floor, slipping in the wine he’d spilled. He was choking, sobbing, pleading. It was all just noise.

I shoved him through the doorway into a vast, sterile bathroom. It was all white marble, chrome fixtures, and cold, unforgiving surfaces. A temple of clean lines that was about to get very, very messy. I threw him to the floor. He landed in a heap on the white tiles, curling into a ball like a child, clutching his broken wrist.

I closed the door behind us, the heavy wood clicking shut with a sound of utter finality. The room was silent now, save for his ragged, terrified breathing. I walked over to him, my shadow falling across his trembling body. I crouched down, bringing myself to his level. He tried to squirm away, but I grabbed his jaw with one hand, my fingers digging into his soft cheeks, forcing his head up, forcing him to meet my gaze. His eyes were wide, swimming with tears and pure, undiluted terror. Good.

My voice was a dead, quiet whisper, colder than the marble beneath us. “You are going to tell me where my wife is.” I let the words hang in the air, each one a perfectly weighted stone. “I have lost everything else. The only thing I have left to spend is time, and I will spend all of it on your pain.” I watched the last flicker of hope, the last vestige of defiance, drain from his eyes, replaced by the flat, dull acceptance of a man who knows he is already dead.

I released his jaw and stood up, looking down at him. The interrogation wouldn’t begin with questions. Questions implied he had a choice. He didn't. This was not an extraction of information. It was a deconstruction. An unraveling.

I knelt beside him, my knee pressing his shoulder to the cold floor. He flinched, trying to pull away, but he had nowhere to go. I took his right hand. It was soft, manicured. The hand of a man who counted money, not bodies. The hand of a man who had helped Dimitri. I held it in my own, my grip firm, almost gentle.

He started pleading. “Please... I don’t know anything... I just move money... Dimitri never told me...”

I ignored him. My focus was on his pinky finger. So small. So fragile. This should be her hand in mine, the thought screamed in my head, a raw, agonizing echo. Her fingers tracing the lines on my palm. Her touch, grounding me. The memory was a fresh stab of pain. I channeled it.

With cold, deliberate precision, I bent the finger back.

The snap of the small bone was obscene in the sterile silence of the bathroom. It was a sharp, wet crack, louder than I expected. Orlov’s body convulsed, and a raw, high-pitched scream tore from his throat, bouncing off the hard surfaces of the room. I held his hand firm, watching his face contort into a mask of agony. The sight, the sound, it did nothing to quiet the storm inside me. It was a hollow release, a single drop of rain on a raging forest fire. It wasn't enough.

I moved to his ring finger. He was sobbing uncontrollably now, snot and tears smearing his face. “Please, I’ll give you anything! Money, accounts...”

This is the hand that held the pen, I thought, my rage a cold, clear current. The pen that signed the papers that moved the money that paid for the car that drove to the airfield that held the helicopter that took her from me. Each thought was a hammer blow, tightening my grip. I can’t touch her. I can’t feel the silk of her skin, the heat of her breath on my neck, the sharp drag of her nails down my back. So I will feel this instead.

I broke the second finger. Another snap. Another scream, this one more ragged, choked with pain and desperation. I watched the finger bend at an impossible angle, the skin bruising instantly. I was exploring his pain with an intimacy I reserved only for her pleasure. This grotesque parody of a caress was the only touch I had left. I would tear him apart piece by piece because I couldn't put her back in my arms.

The third finger, the middle one. He was trying to pull his hand away, his entire body shaking. I held it fast. The bone gave way with a sickening crunch. His scream was a gargled mess. I felt the broken joint grind under my thumb. It was a poor substitute for the feel of her pulse beneath my fingertips.

Fourth finger. Fifth. Five sharp cracks. Five inhuman screams. I let go of the mangled ruin of his right hand. It lay on the white marble, a swollen, purple claw. He was a whimpering, incoherent wreck on the floor, cradling the destroyed hand to his chest as if it were a dying bird. The air was thick with the coppery smell of his fear. I felt nothing. Nothing but a vast, cold emptiness where my soul used to be. The pain I inflicted was a distant thing, a clinical observation. It didn’t touch the real agony, the one that had its claws in my heart.

I reached for his left hand.

The sight of my hand moving toward his unbroken one made something in him shatter completely. The psychological terror of knowing exactly what was coming next, finger by methodical finger, was worse than the pain itself. He lost his mind.

He started screaming, not just in pain, but in sheer, abject terror. It was an animal sound, the shriek of a creature caught in a trap from which there is no escape. Words, finally, started to tumble out, a desperate, broken torrent spilling between sobs and gasps.

“Stop! Please!” he shrieked, his voice cracking. He scrambled backward, dragging himself across the floor with his good hand, leaving a smear of something on the white tile. “Ask for Roman! The butcher at the docks! He was Dimitri's handler!”

The name cut through the red haze of my rage like a shard of ice. Roman. The docks. A handler. It wasn't Morozov. It was a step. A link in the chain. A direction. A name. A key. A path that might lead to her. The information settled in my mind, cold and clear and precious.

I stood up, looking down at the broken thing on the floor. His purpose was served. He had been a locked door, and now he was open. What was left was just... garbage. A tool that had fulfilled its function.

He looked up at me, his face a mess of tears and blood from where he’d bit his lip. A flicker of desperate, idiotic hope appeared in his pain-filled eyes. He thought because he had talked, it was over. He thought he had earned mercy.

There was no mercy left in me. She had taken it all with her.

There was no rage in the final act. No heat. It was pure, cold function. I placed my boot on his chest, pinning his trembling body to the floor. He let out a weak, confused whimper. I gripped his head with both my hands, my thumbs finding the base of his skull. He looked into my eyes, and in that last second, he finally understood.

I twisted. Sharply.

A final, wet snap echoed in the silent room. His body went limp beneath my boot. The release was hollow, a puff of smoke. It wasn’t satisfying. The roaring in my head didn’t quiet. The gaping hole in my chest didn't shrink. It just proved that his pain, his life, meant nothing. Only finding her meant anything.

I walked out of the bathroom. From a clean stack on a chrome shelf just outside the door, I took a small, white hand towel and began to meticulously wipe the blood and grime from my hands. My men were standing where I left them, a silent, grim-faced tableau. Their eyes darted from me to the bathroom door and back again. They had heard the screams. Then they had heard the silence. They knew what I had done. They knew what I had become.

I didn’t look at any of them. My eyes were already distant, seeing past the blood and the broken man, past the walls of this opulent prison. I was already at the docks. I was already hunting a man named Roman.

I dropped the towel onto the marble floor. It landed next to the spreading stain of spilled wine. My voice, when I spoke, was flat and dead, devoid of all emotion. An instrument that only gave orders.

“Roman. At the docks. Bring him to me.”

My men moved without a word, a silent, lethal machine set in motion. As I followed them out of the apartment, a single, cold thought solidified in the chaos of my mind, a vow and a promise.

He had given me a name, a thread to pull, and I would unravel the entire world to find the other end of it, where she was waiting.
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CHAPTER 2
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ANYA P.O.V.

The suffocating darkness of the helicopter gave way to the soft, gilded light of a cage, and I knew one monster's prison had simply been replaced by another's. My head throbbed in time with the phantom whump-whump of rotor blades that had long since faded. The rough texture of a blindfold was gone, but my eyes took a moment to adjust, blinking against the gentle, ambient light. I wasn't in the stark, white room where Morozov had laid out the truth like a vivisectionist dissecting a corpse. This was different. This was worse.

I was lying on a bed so large it felt like a continent, the sheets not merely cotton, but a heavy, liquid silk that pooled around me in shades of champagne and cream. My own clothes were gone, replaced by a simple, bias-cut silk slip that did little to warm the profound chill deep in my bones. I pushed myself up slowly, my muscles screaming in protest from being held rigid with terror for hours. The room was a masterpiece of understated wealth. A thick Aubusson rug covered the dark wood floor, its muted floral patterns swallowing sound. The walls were a pale, soothing grey, adorned with original art—abstract landscapes that offered no escape. A seating area with two velvet armchairs and a marble-topped table sat near a wall of windows that overlooked a manicured garden, serene and perfect and utterly inaccessible. It was a prison designed to look like a sanctuary, a lie told in silk and marble.

My first instinct, the raw, animal one, was to scream. To tear the sheets, to hurl the crystal water carafe on the bedside table against the wall. To make a sound that would prove I was still alive, still a thinking, feeling thing that could not be so easily catalogued and stored. But the scream died in my throat, choked off by a colder, more practical thought. Rage was a luxury. Panic was a death sentence. I had learned that lesson in Mikhail’s fortress. I would not forget it here.

I slid off the bed, my bare feet sinking into the plush rug. The silence was absolute, heavy. I moved methodically, my artist’s eye for detail now repurposed for survival. I ran my hands along the wall of windows first. The glass was cool, thick. Unbreakable. I looked for a latch, a handle, anything. There was nothing, just a seamless pane of reinforced glass set into a heavy steel frame artfully concealed by wood veneer. A beautiful, impenetrable wall.

Next, the door. It was heavy, solid wood, but the lock wasn't a keyhole. It was a small, dark electronic panel, flush with the surface, no doubt tied to a central security system. No brute force would open that. I was a specimen in a terrarium.

My gaze swept the rest of the room, cataloging every detail. The ornate plasterwork on the ceiling, the delicate curve of a lamp base, the recessed lighting. I tilted my head, my eyes tracing the lines, and then I saw it. In the center of the ceiling, perfectly placed in the middle of a decorative plaster rose, was a smoke detector. And in the center of the smoke detector was a tiny, dark pinprick that did not belong. A camera. The realization sent a fresh wave of cold dread through me, but it was a familiar sensation. I was being watched. Of course I was. The eye of the monster was always watching. I gave it nothing, my face a carefully blank canvas.

I moved into the attached bathroom, a cavern of Italian marble and gold fixtures. Even the soap was a small, exquisitely milled bar that smelled faintly of jasmine. There was another camera, this one disguised in a ventilation grate high on the wall. They wanted to see everything. They wanted to strip me of every last shred of privacy until I forgot who I was. Until I became nothing more than the object they saw on their screens.

I turned on the gold-plated tap and splashed cold water on my face, letting it run down my neck and over the thin silk of the slip. I gripped the edge of the marble vanity, my knuckles white, and forced myself to look up. To look at my own reflection in the vast, gilt-framed mirror.

My face was pale, my green eyes shadowed with exhaustion. But what I saw, for a split, agonizing second, wasn’t this bathroom. It was the Zurich hotel suite, the morning sun streaming through the windows, the scent of coffee and him. Waking up tangled in those white hotel sheets, his heavy arm draped over my waist, the rough scrape of his stubble against my shoulder. The memory of his scent, the low rumble of his voice when he was half-asleep, the possessive weight of his body pinning me to the mattress. The brief, impossible feeling of being safe. Of being... cherished.

The pain was a physical blow, a fist of ice clenching in my gut so hard it stole my breath. It buckled my knees. A raw, guttural sob tried to tear its way out of my chest, a howl for the man I had come to... what? Love? Need? The man who had looked at me with such pure, unadulterated hatred as he threw the ledger at my feet. The man who had called me a whore. The man whose face I saw in my mind’s eye as the helicopter door slammed shut, his expression one of complete and utter devastation. That was the image that hurt the most. Not the anger. The agony.

I slammed the memory down. I shoved it into a dark, cold box in the back of my mind and locked the door. Pain was a weakness. Hope was a poison. I had to cut it all out. He was not coming. Mikhail Volkov, the man who had owned me, broken me, and rebuilt me into something that could survive him, was not coming to save me. That story was over. A new, more terrifying one had begun. You save yourself. The thought wasn't a comfort. It was a command. A blade pressed to my own throat. Straightening up, I met my own eyes in the mirror. The grief was still there, a dark stain behind my pupils, but something else was rising to cover it. The cold, hard glint of resolve. The face that stared back at me was no longer a victim. It was a weapon waiting to be aimed.

I was back in the main room, sitting on the edge of one of the velvet armchairs, forcing a posture of weary defeat, when the sound came. A soft electronic beep, followed by the heavy thud of a deadbolt disengaging. The door swung inward without a sound.

He stood there for a moment, framed in the doorway. He was young, early twenties at most, and handsome in a way that was all brute force and arrogance. A strong, square jaw, dark hair cropped short, and the broad, powerful shoulders of a man who spent his time either in a gym or breaking things. He wore an immaculate black uniform, the silver insignia on the collar gleaming under the soft lights. He held a silver tray laden with covered dishes, but he carried it with the casual ease of a man used to carrying weapons.

His eyes, a flat, muddy brown, swept over me. It wasn't a glance. It was an inventory. He started at my bare feet, traveled slowly up my legs, lingered on the curve of my hip and the swell of my breast beneath the thin silk, and finally met my eyes. A smirk played on his lips, a look of lazy, proprietary assessment. He wasn’t just a guard. He saw me as a perk of the job, a beautiful toy that came with the uniform. And in that single, contemptuous look, I saw it. Not just his purpose, but his flaw. He wasn’t just proud; he was vain. His entire sense of self-worth was tied up in the power he served and the image he projected. And vanity... vanity was a lever.

He stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind him. It locked with another definitive, echoing click. He walked toward the marble-topped table and set the tray down with a deliberately loud clatter. The sound of porcelain hitting stone was sharp, aggressive. A statement of dominance. A test.

I gave him the reaction he wanted. I deliberately flinched, a sharp, convulsive movement, and scrambled back on the bed, pulling my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them. I widened my eyes, letting the mask of cold resolve I’d practiced in the mirror dissolve into pure, naked fear. I made myself small, fragile, a cornered animal. I let my breathing become shallow and quick, my gaze darting from his face to the door and back again, as if searching for an escape I knew didn't exist.

His smirk widened into a full-blown grin. He puffed out his chest, his shoulders squaring even further. He was enjoying this. He was feeding on my terror like it was a drug. He felt powerful. He felt like a wolf looming over a lamb. Perfect. Let him think he was the wolf.

He lingered for a moment, savoring his effect on me, then turned his broad back and started for the door. The silence stretched, thick and cloying. I waited until his hand was almost on the handle, until the moment was stretched to its thinnest point.

Then I spoke. I pitched my voice to be barely audible, a small, broken whisper that was more breath than sound, forcing him to strain to hear it. Forcing him to stop and turn back to me. Forcing him to re-engage on my terms.

"Please..." The word trembled, exactly as I intended. He paused, his hand hovering over the door mechanism. He didn’t turn around yet. I held the silence for another beat. "...what is your name?" I let my voice crack on the last word. "I just want to know who... who is watching me."

The question was a masterpiece of misdirection. It wasn't a demand. It wasn't a plea for help. It was a surrender. It acknowledged his power, his constant surveillance, and asked for a single, meaningless scrap of information. It made him the center of my tiny, terrifying universe. It was an appeal directly to his ego.

He stopped. Slowly, he turned back to face me. The smirk was gone, replaced by a look of smug consideration. His eyes roamed over my body again, but this time the gaze was different. It was slower, more appraising. He wasn't just looking at a prisoner; he was looking at a woman who had noticed him. He was no longer just a uniform. He was an individual. He was the one with the power.

"Alexei," he said, his voice a low baritone that he clearly thought was impressive. He took a half-step back into the room, away from the door, a small but significant shift in territory. "And yes," he added, his lips curling back into that arrogant smirk, "I am always watching." He let the words hang in the air, a threat and a promise all in one, before he finally turned and left, the lock sliding home with a sound of finality that rang in my ears.

I stayed curled on the bed for a long time after he was gone, maintaining the pose for the camera in the ceiling. I didn't dare move. I had planted the first seed. Now I had to let it grow in the dark.

Hours later, the light filtering through the reinforced windows had softened from the bright gold of afternoon to the bruised purple of dusk when the lock clicked again. Alexei entered, his movements just as precise as before, but with a subtle new swagger in his step. He had come to collect the tray. I hadn't touched the food, a decision that was part genuine lack of appetite and part strategy. A starving bird is a more pathetic creature.

He picked up the tray, noting the untouched meal with a flicker of something—annoyance? satisfaction?—in his eyes. As he turned, I shifted my position on the bed, letting the silk slip ride a little higher on my thigh. It was a small movement, one that could be easily dismissed as a simple adjustment of comfort. I kept my eyes downcast, fixed on his uniform.

"That crest..." I began, my voice still that same soft, hesitant whisper. I let him turn back toward me, let him see me looking not at his face, but at the intricate silver insignia pinned to his collar. It was a stylized bird of prey, a falcon or an eagle, its wings spread wide. "...it's beautiful." I finally lifted my eyes to his, filling them with a false, breathless admiration. "You must be one of Mr. Morozov's most trusted men to wear it."
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