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Madeleine 

The crystal chandeliers of Bemelmans Bar cast light across the dark wood panelling, warming the cool October evening. Men in expensive suits conduct negotiations in Russian, Italian, and other languages I don’t recognize; their voices constantly murmur beneath the pianist’s jazz. The leather bar stool creaks softly as I shift, its rich patina worn smooth by generations of New York’s elite.

My phone chimes. Ed, my building’s security guard: “Wait until you see this.” A video file follows.

The footage shows the docks at night. Men unload cargo from a truck, speaking Russian. Just as I’m about to close it, headlights blaze, and a figure steps into view.

Alexei Romanov. The Pakhan of New York’s Russian Bratva.

I’ve researched him and recognize him from the handful of photos I’ve found. He’s tall and broad-shouldered, with sharp Slavic features and steel-gray eyes. Even in grainy footage, his authority is magnetic and dangerous.

“Thanks!” I text Ed, trying to remain casual.

“Know who that is?”

“Gotta go – catch up later. Thanks again.” I reply.

I can’t resist watching again. Another figure enters the frame, and my blood freezes. Sergei. My boyfriend.

Calisse.

Sergei was supposed to be here half an hour ago. Each minute that passes only ramps up my anxiety more. I swirl the untouched merlot in my wineglass, knowing I can’t avoid this conversation anymore. It’s been coming for months—I’ve just been putting it off. But after seeing him in what was most certainly criminal activity, I can’t delay any longer. Tonight is the night.

I was naive about making it in New York. Papa warned me often enough. With Sergei’s inevitable blowup ahead, starting over somewhere else feels right. The city hasn’t fit. I jumped in too fast. I could always go home. I know Papa will tell me, “I told you so”, in his own inimitable way. But I’m past caring now. I’m almost out of money, and my life here is going nowhere. I’m not too proud to admit that I made a mistake.

I came here with dreams of investigative journalism—pipedreams, as it’s turned out. Instead, I joined the masses of freelancers writing fluff pieces about dog rescues and local restoration projects. So, when a lead on organized crime fell into my lap, I dove in—maybe too deep.

Sergei’s text arrives: “Running late. I’ll pick you up in 20. Don’t keep me waiting.”

My fingers tighten around the wineglass as my anxiety jumps to another level. Sergei has changed so much since we met a year ago. The man I met at the Metropolitan Museum was charming and attentive, his Russian accent adding allure to every word. It was easy to be swept up by his charm.

But charm is thin. The man who once hung on my words now issues commands. The shift was gradual—a critical comment here, a suggestion there—until I found myself in a cage of his making.

I have no one to blame for this mess but myself. And no one to help me get out of it either. I’m on my own here.

Alexei 

Bemelmans Bar serves as neutral ground for business requiring visibility and privacy. I arrived early for the European shipping contract meeting, choosing my usual spot—back to the wall, with a clear view of the entrance.

That’s when I saw her.

Thick golden hair frames her face. Not striking, but impossible to ignore. Large brown eyes scan the room, returning to her phone. She’s waiting for someone – probably a man. She seems out of place here, dressed far more casually than the artificial New York socialites that frequent this place. Delicate hands – one holding the wine glass tightly, an unusual ring on her finger that twinkles in the lights above the bar.

Why can’t I look away? And more importantly, who keeps such a woman waiting?

“Send her a glass of your finest champagne,” I tell the waiter.

“At once, Mr. Romanov.”

Madeleine 

“With the compliments of the gentleman in the booth,” the waiter says, setting down a champagne flute.

I look where he indicates, half expecting to see Sergei, and freeze. It isn’t Sergei, but I know that face: Alexei Romanov, Pakhan of the Russian Bratva. My pulse quickens as I study him. He looks more like a movie star than a crime boss - handsome but lethal.

Our eyes meet. I should look away but can’t, held by an intensity that makes looking away feel like surrender. I’m not about to give him that power.

Every instinct screams to run, but I don’t move as the most dangerous man in New York’s underworld approaches. He stops beside me, close enough that I catch his subtle cologne.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” he says, his deep voice carrying a hint of Russian accent. “It seemed a shame to let someone so beautiful drink alone.”

“Thank you for the champagne, but I’m waiting for someone.”

“Ah.” His smile is charming and dangerous – much like Sergei’s initially. “Then he’s a fool to keep you waiting.”

My phone buzzes. “Excuse me,” I say, and look at my phone. “Ten more minutes” is the terse message from Sergei. There was a time when he’d pepper every text with heart and flower emojis – and send me funny memes to make me laugh. That didn’t last.

When I look up, Romanov has vanished. Cold dread settles in my stomach, vying with the anxiety for space. Did Romanov know I was meeting Sergei? Does he know who I am? And more importantly, does he know I was researching him and his organization? If he does, then I’m as good as dead. Romanov is known for his cold ruthlessness. Montreal is sounding good right now.
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Madeleine

It’s cold outside when I leave the bar. Sergei’s black sedan idles in the no-loading zone, flouting rules as always. I pause beside the car, watching my breath cloud in the darkness. Just smile and keep your head down, Madeleine. My hand hovers over the door handle.

“Everything okay, moya lyubov’?” I don’t trust that tone – not anymore.

I slip into the car. “I’m fine,” I lie.

“You’re late,” he says quietly.

“You said ten more minutes.”

“I’ve been waiting nearly three minutes.”

“Sorry,” I mumble.

He jerks the car away from the curb, his expensive tires squealing on the pavement. The direction he heads in fills me with dread – his apartment. There’s only one reason he wants to go there now. And it makes me sick to think of it. Luckily, my body got the memo. I’ve never been so happy to start my period. He has this weird thing where he won’t touch me at this time of the month. Merci à Dieu.

Twenty minutes later, I stand at the windows of his Park Avenue penthouse, barely seeing Central Park’s autumn canopy forty stories below. His mood has darkened once I gave him the news– this isn’t going well.

“Hell of a time to get your... monthly thing,” Sergei says, pouring wine. “Been thinking about you all day, kiska.”

“I can’t control when my period starts.”

“Isn’t that what the pill is for?”

I sigh as I stare at the city lights. “Not exactly.”

“You’re quiet tonight,” he says, sliding his arm around my waist. “Too quiet.”

“Just tired,” I say, stepping away. “Not feeling well. You know, crampy.”

“You’ve been distant all week. I thought we could reconnect.”

“I can’t tonight... I told you—”

“Yeah, your monthlies,” he cuts in. “Nothing wrong with your mouth, though, is there?”

Bile rises in my throat. “I don’t think so. I’m not feeling it tonight.”

His smirk vanishes. “Not feeling it?” His voice sharpens as he moves closer. “You used to crave me. What changed? Not good enough anymore?”

“It’s not that. I need space.”

“Space? From me?” His fingers wrap around my arm – not bruising, but threatening. “I give you everything. And now you want space?”

I wrench free. “I didn’t ask for this! You think all this makes it okay to own me?”

His jaw tightens. “Watch your mouth, kiska.”

“I can’t be with you anymore.”

His mask drops. “The fuck are you talking about?”

“This isn’t working,” I say, heart pounding. “I want out.”

“You think you can just walk away?”

“I’m not afraid of you.” The lie burns. “Let me go.”

His laugh is sharp. “A fairy tale ending?” He grabs my wrist.

“Let go.”

His grip tightens. “After everything I’ve given you?”

“Given me? I don’t care about this! You’ve isolated me from everyone. I can’t breathe without your permission. It’s over!”

The slap sends me to the floor. Pain explodes across my cheek as my vision blurs. He’s controlled me in every way but this until now.

“You don’t decide when this ends,” he snarls as I scramble back.

“This is who you really are,” I say, backing away. “A monster who only controls and hurts. I should have seen it.”

I grab my purse and run for the door. Sergei’s voice thunders after me: “You’ll never be free of me! Do you hear me? Never!”

I sprint down the hallway, not daring to look back. Hesitation right now could mean death.
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Alexei

Midnight nears. I’m a creature of habit - up at six, running in Flushing Meadows Corona Park. Unlike Central Park’s tourist crowds, I find peace there.

I close my laptop and stretch. That woman won’t leave my thoughts. It’s not that I lack female companionship in my life. When I’m in need, plenty of women are willing to give me what I want, no strings attached. I deal in simple exchanges - pleasure for pleasure. No complications. Women know what they get. So why does this stranger linger? I’ve dated models. Was it her polite rejection? My ego has survived worse.

I hadn’t planned to stare. I prefer observing from shadows. But when our eyes met, the bar’s noise faded. Her gaze cut through my carefully built facade of wealth and power, reaching something I thought long buried. Logic says it’s foolish to dwell on a chance meeting. Yet she stays.

“Mr. Romanov?”

“What is it, Valaria?”

“Marianna is here.”

I frown. “It’s midnight. Tell her to leave.”

My housekeeper raises an eyebrow. “Has that ever worked?”

“Blyat. Show her in.”

Heels click on marble, and Marianna appears. We dated briefly. Very briefly. To me, it was casual. She saw it differently.

“Alexei, darling,” she air-kisses me. “You haven’t returned my calls!”

“I’ve been busy.”

She pouts, tracing my face with a manicured nail. Once, I found her attractive. Now, I see only artifice—the extensions, injections, and layers of makeup. My mind flashes to the woman at the bar. The contrast kills any lingering attraction.

“There’s someone else, isn’t there?” Her voice sharpens.

I meet her gaze. “Marianna, we’re not a couple. Never were. We shared moments, nothing more.”

“Fuck you, Alexei Romanov.” She slaps me and storms out, heels clicking away.

I don’t move. The slap barely registers. Marianna has never been short on melodrama.

Madeleine

I drive through the dark streets, my mind racing. My car is traceable - Sergei knows it. With his Bratva connections, he has men who’ll hunt me. I can’t return to my apartment. He’ll look there first.

At 2 AM, I pull into a motel lot. The neon VACANCY sign flickers over the cracked pavement. It doesn’t look like much, but it’s for one night. Besides, Sergei wouldn’t think of coming to this dump.

The night air bites as I exit the car and hurry to the office. The receptionist eyes my smudged makeup and disheveled state but says nothing. He’s no doubt seen plenty of other women like me.

“Room 12. End of the row.”

Room 12’s door groans open. I lock the door, check it twice, and then the window. I sit on the bed, clutching my purse - all I have after fleeing: no coat, no clothes, nothing from my apartment where his men surely watch and wait.

Who’s left to help? Sergei effectively isolated me from the few friends I made here. My family in Canada hasn’t heard from me in months – no doubt thinking I’m far too busy with my exciting new life to call. What a joke.

I stare at my phone, at my father’s contact. What could I say? You were right, Papa. I’m sorry I didn’t listen.

I buy a bus ticket to Montreal for 9 AM. The screen dims, and I get an alert that my battery is dying. Merde. I’ll need to get a charger. Those problems can wait until I’m across the border and safe.

After setting the clock radio for six, I lay back on the thin mattress. Exhaustion fights adrenaline. I close my eyes, drifting into uneasy dreams of his hand striking my face.
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Alexei

She runs through mist and shadow, golden hair catching what little light exists.

I try to call out. No sound comes.

Her eyes flash - brown, defiant, afraid. Violence lurks at the edges: a raised hand, a moment of terror.

“Find me,” she challenges. “Before it’s too late.”

She dissolves like smoke—urgency pounds in my chest.

I wake sweating. Dawn seeps through the curtains. My morning run waits, but the dream clings. Maybe exhaustion will drive these images away.

Madeleine

I awake with a start, the clock radio blasting into my sleep. Dawn breaks through thin motel curtains. My back and shoulders ache from the cheap mattress, from the tension that fills my body.

I get up and shower, using the tiny sliver of soap and the cheap hotel shampoo. My dreams flood back to my mind as I shower – Sergei chasing me down the hallway in his apartment, his shouting bouncing off the walls. And Alexei Romanov was there too, oddly enough. Strange after such a brief encounter. Soon, I tell myself, they’ll be five hundred kilometres behind me.

I pull on yesterday’s clothes, pushing away thoughts of my abandoned apartment’s wardrobe. Clean clothes are a luxury right now.

After dropping the key at reception, I step outside. Unlike last night, it’s noisy and smoggy. The 7-train rattles overhead at Roosevelt and 69th, nearly drowning out the street noise. Jackson Hole Diner is just down the street; I Googled it last night. I’ll grab a quick bite of breakfast before I get on the bus home.

When I step inside, the diner is nearly empty. The smell of bacon cooking makes my stomach growl with hunger. I’m shown to a seat and pick up the menu. I don’t have a lot of money, but I need to eat. I have a long day ahead of me.

“What can I get you, hun?” The waitress, Alice, frowns at my bruised cheek.

“Number one special, please.”

“Coming right up.”

I pick at my eggs, watching the window for black sedans or men in suits. At seven AM, the parking lot stays all but empty.

“Cold morning,” Alice says at the register, eyeing my sweater. “No jacket?”

“I left in a hurry.”

Her expression hardens. “Wait here.”

She returns with a blue puffy jacket. “Been in my locker too long—doesn’t fit anymore. Take it.”

The simple kindness breaks through my walls. Sergei’s expensive furs had never felt like this jacket—given freely, without demands.

“You got somewhere safe?”

I nod.

“Good. I’ll keep you in my prayers.”

I clutch the jacket, blinking back tears, and hurry into the morning. Her compassion stays with me, warmer than any designer coat.
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Alexei

I park the Mercedes and step into the cold October morning, pulling on my running gloves.

Women at the park entrance steal glances in my direction as I stretch before my run. I ignore them and focus on my warm-up.

“Is he real?” one murmurs to another near a bench.

I check my watch. The path ahead promises solitude before the day’s demands. Their attention is irrelevant—this is about discipline.

As I start running, I catch them looking away, but my mind has already moved to what’s ahead.

Madeleine

Morning traffic picks up on Roosevelt Avenue. I scan the lot as I walk to my car.

My hands shake while I fish for my keys in my purse. In the car, I check the navigation. Port Authority is minutes away. My bus leaves in forty-five minutes. I’ve timed this well, provided traffic isn’t too bad. It’s early – I should be okay.

I reverse onto 69th Street, planning to take Roosevelt east to Van Wyck. Then I see it—Sergei’s Mercedes blocking my exit. Two sedans appear at both ends of the block, trapping me. Above, commuters wait for the train, unaware.

I lock my car, my heart racing, but that doesn’t stop him. No one hears my scream as he drives the butt of a gun through my window. I’m sprayed with glass and then yanked from the car, Sergei’s hand tight on my arm. There’s no pretence anymore – he’s angry, and he intends to hurt me.

“You stupid cunt,” he growls as he drags me to his car. “I’ve been tracking you since you left last night, kiska. Too stupid to notice the tracker on your phone. I told you, no one leaves me. Not ever.”

Alexei

The October morning bites as I run my usual route around Willow Lake. Frost covers fallen leaves in this quiet stretch of Flushing Meadows Corona Park.

I received a strange text from Marianna this morning. The woman truly is relentless. She apologizes for striking me and “wants another chance.” I deleted it, unanswered. She really needs to grow a hint of awareness.

I push the thought aside. There are more important matters to consider.

This is my favorite part of the day - just me and my thoughts, planning what lies ahead.

I’m rounding one end of the lake when a flash of blue by the water stops me. A woman lies among the reeds, her hair matted with blood, clothes torn and wet. I check her pulse, and notice the unusual ring on her hand. I’ve seen it before – on the hand of the woman from the bar. “Bozhe moi.”

I find a pulse, but it’s weak. I pull out my phone at once.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“Woman found unconscious, severe injuries. Willow Lake trail in Flushing Meadows Corona Park. Needs immediate medical attention.”

Cold fury rises. Someone tried to kill her—the woman who’d caught my attention at the bar, who’d disrupted my routine. In my world, such attacks demand answers.

I watch the ambulance leave. “I will find them.” A promise to myself and my code.
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Alexei

The anger burns cold as I drive home. In my world, attacking an innocent woman violates every code.

As I have a quick shower, I think back to my impressions of her at the bar: her nervous glances and the obvious anxiety. She was clearly afraid. And yet, I watched her and did nothing. I let her leave. Now she’s in the hospital, fighting for her life.

Svoloch. They’re not just criminals—they’re rabid animals needing elimination.

I dress and go, unable to stay still.

“Sir, your conference call...” Valeria follows me.

“Cancel it.” I leave her staring after me.

On my way to Mt Sinai, I call Dr. Chen.

“The Jane Doe from this morning. Full security protocol,” I say.

“Of course, Mr. Romanov. Dr. Volkov is already arranging everything.”

“Excellent. Absolute discretion.”

“As always.”

I end the call, knowing it will be arranged when I arrive.

I enter the emergency room, and staff attention shifts as I approach the desk.

“The Jane Doe from Flushing Meadows.”

“Mr. Romanov?”

I nod once, and her demeanor changes at once. “Dr. Chen informed us you’d be coming. Please follow me.”

Dr. Volkov waits in the consultation room. She knows me well enough to skip pleasantries. “The patient is in emergency surgery, condition critical. Multiple severe injuries.”

“Be specific.”

“Three broken ribs with lung puncture. Internal bleeding. Orbital fracture. Grade 3 concussion. Extensive bruising consistent with assault.”

“The prognosis?”

“The next 24 hours are critical. If she survives those, her chances improve, though complications remain likely.”

“I want hourly updates. Use whatever resources are needed.”

“We’ll do everything possible,” Dr. Volkov assures me.

I leave the hospital. Dr. Volkov says the surgery will take hours. Each injury—the broken bones, punctured lung, and internal trauma—underscores the assault’s brutality. Her survival takes priority. The rest can wait.

At home, Valaria says nothing about my return. I join the Zoom meeting already in progress, my associates continuing as planned. They know enough not to question my late arrival.

I track each minute until news arrives that could reshape everything set in motion by my encounter with a woman whose name I still don’t know.
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Alexei

The meeting finally ends. I have no doubt that my distraction did not go unnoticed. I don’t care. I head to my home gym, needing movement.

Classic rock blasts as I work through my routine: weights, heavy bag, each rep, each punch releasing tension. Four hours pass before the message arrives: “Surgery complete. Patient stable for now.”

I shower quickly and leave for the hospital. New York traffic gives me unwanted time to think. “Stable for now” leaves much uncertain, and questions persist about who orchestrated the attack.

At Mount Sinai, I go directly to Dr. Volkov’s office.

“She’s stable,” Dr. Volkov says. “We’ve induced coma to allow her body time to heal.”

I nod. “And the police?”

“NYPD has assigned a detective. They want to speak with you, as the person who found her.”

“What information have you shared?”

“Only what’s required - a general overview of her injuries. Patient confidentiality laws protect the rest.”

Police involvement could help identify her attacker, but having them this close to my affairs is... problematic.

“When should we expect the detective?”

“Tomorrow morning. They understand she cannot provide a statement currently.”

“Notify me when they arrive. I want to be present for any discussions about the patient.”

Law enforcement’s involvement requires careful management to protect the investigation and Jane Doe’s interests.
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Alexei

Dawn breaks over Mount Sinai Hospital as I review security protocols with Dr. Volkov. Since five AM, I’ve been monitoring our Jane Doe’s condition.

I notice my security team’s subtle shift in posture before Detective Sarah Martinez appears in the doorway. Her NYPD badge rests at her hip, and her demeanor reflects her profession – from her practical suit to her observant gaze.

“Mr. Romanov,” she says professionally. “I’m Detective Martinez. Thank you for waiting.”

I motion to the chair across from me. “Detective. Please.”

She takes a seat and opens her notebook. “You found our Jane Doe?”

“Yes. During my morning run.”

“Fortunate timing. Do you frequently run that particular trail?”

I maintain my composure. “Every morning, Detective. It’s part of my routine.”

“I see.” She writes something down. “You’ve taken considerable interest in this case – private security, premium medical care. That’s unusual generosity toward a stranger.”

Her implication chills me. “Are you suggesting something, Detective?”

“I’m trying to understand your involvement,” she says, meeting my gaze directly. “It’s noteworthy when the head of the Russian Bratva takes such personal interest in an assault victim.”

“Be careful with your accusations, Detective.”

“Mr. Romanov, let me be direct.” She leans forward. “Given your position and reputation, when a severely injured woman is found, and you become personally involved—”

I rise from my chair. “Allow me to be clear. I found an injured woman and ensured she received medical care. Nothing more.”

“And the private security? Your involvement?”

“I have the means to help. Would you have preferred I ignored her and left her to die?”

Martinez stands, maintaining eye contact. “What I want is the truth. Were you behind this attack? Did you order it?”

Her suggestion angers me, but I maintain my composure. “Detective, I understand your obligations. However, suggesting I’m responsible for this assault is both incorrect and counterproductive to finding the actual perpetrator.”

“And who might that be?”

“If I knew, they would already face consequences.”

She observes me. “You’re withholding information. You know more than you’re telling me.”

“I know many things, Detective. None relevant to your investigation.”

“Everything about this case is relevant, including your unexpected involvement.”

“Then investigate thoroughly.” I walk to the door. “But understand this – I want the perpetrator found as much as you do.”

“Why?” she asks. “What’s your connection to her?”

I pause at the doorway, her question giving me pause – I have no idea what the connection is, but I cannot deny that there is one. But I won’t admit that – especially to her. “There is none. But I won’t permit violence against innocent people in my territory. Consider that while developing your theories.”

As I leave, Martinez says, “This conversation isn’t finished, Mr. Romanov.”

“No,” I respond without turning. “It’s just beginning.”

In the elevator, my fists clench as I fight to regain composure. The detective’s accusations were dangerous – the kind that could derail my own investigation. But reacting would only give her more cause to focus on me. Detective Martinez seems persistent, and police attention will only complicate my search for whoever is responsible.
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Alexei

The heart monitor beeps steadily as I observe Jane Doe. She lies still in the hospital bed, her bruised face a stark contrast against the white pillows.

Medical equipment surrounds her: IV lines, pulse oximeter, compression sleeves, oxygen cannula. The machines keep their quiet rhythm, keeping her alive.

I sit beside her bed, hands clasped. No one has reported her missing, and no one is looking for her, as if she appeared from nowhere.

“Who are you?” I ask quietly.

She lies still in her medically induced coma. Her blonde hair frames her face, which, even swollen, shows refined features. The hospital gown has shifted, revealing finger-shaped bruises on her forearms. My fists clench at the sight.

Something about her vulnerability awakens an unfamiliar protective instinct. Perhaps that’s why I keep returning, beyond the simple duty of having found her. The mystery of her identity and the brutality of the attack demand answers, and somehow, it is I who must find them.

I lean back in the chair, considering my position. Despite my authority, I can do little here except wait and watch the medical equipment sustain this unknown woman.

The situation brings unwanted perspective. I’ve authorized violence, yes, but never against women. That line remains firm. Whoever did this has no such limits.

The following day

The financial analysis confirms my suspicions about Sergei Morozov. Three shipments disappeared and were diverted to his personal operations. I should have seen it sooner.

From my window, I watch the city wake. Viktor’s report details Morozov’s meetings with our competitors—dates, locations, attendees—a systematic betrayal.

“He’s organizing support,” I note, considering the implications. “Preparing for action.”

Viktor, my right hand, nods. “I have more, Pakhan,” he says. “Surveillance photos from the Palladium.”

I turn to him. “Show me.”

Viktor places a folder on my desk. I sit down and open it, examining each photo. They show Morozov meeting with three known rivals, and their discussion appears serious and focused. His evident comfort in these meetings suggests he believes himself beyond reach.

“Our intelligence indicates he’s approaching our distributors,” Viktor reports as I look at the photos. “He’s offering improved terms for their loyalty.”

I frown. “Ambition was always his weakness. This goes beyond that.”

“What are your orders?”

The photos show Morozov’s confident posture—a stark change from the apprentice I once mentored. “Document everything: meetings, communications, financial movements. We’ll act when we have complete information.”

Viktor pauses. “If he moves first?”

“Then he’ll learn why I still rule.” I study the photo. “Some lessons about ambition prove fatal.”

After Viktor leaves, I consider the situation from my window. The city is fully active now, and somewhere within it, Sergei Morozov believes he’s orchestrating a clever plan. His confidence is misplaced.

I recall recruiting him, seeing myself in his ambition—a mistake. What I read as strategy was just greed. Such errors have a price.

The surveillance photos show more than betrayal - they reveal Morozov’s growing boldness. He gathers allies openly as if daring me to act.

I pour a measure of vodka, considering the situation. My response to his actions must be decisive and strategic. My handling of him will not only punish him for daring to betray me but also serve as an example to others who would do the same.

The time for observation is ending. Morozov will soon understand exactly what he’s unleashed.
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