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Chapter 1











Mikhail stepped through the door of Viktor’s office, the heavy wood creaking slightly as it swung closed behind him. The air inside was thick with the scent of leather, cigars, and power. Viktor liked to keep his space intimidating—floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined with old, untouched books, a deep mahogany desk that took up most of the room, and two dim lamps casting long shadows across the floor. There was no comfort here, no warmth, only the weight of expectation and silent authority.



As Mikhail’s boots thudded against the plush rug, he surveyed the room with practiced ease. His dark, piercing eyes landed on Viktor, sitting behind the desk, leaning back in his chair as if he had all the time in the world. A small, predatory smile played on Viktor’s lips as he regarded Mikhail, his fingers steepled in front of him.



Mikhail, towering over most men at 6’3”, was no stranger to this kind of environment. He had been in Viktor’s office more times than he could count, each time receiving a task that required his particular set of skills. It never bothered him. The weight of the job, the blood on his hands—it was part of his life. He accepted it without question, without hesitation.



His body was a testament to that life. Muscles rippled under his tight black t-shirt, tattoos snaking across his skin like battle scars. The ink on his arms told stories—some of violence, others of loyalty—but none of sentimentality. Mikhail didn’t do sentimentality. His hands, calloused and strong, were always steady, always ready to pull the trigger when ordered. His face, with its sharp jawline and neatly trimmed beard, was unreadable, betraying none of the thoughts that flickered behind his cold, dark eyes.



He stopped in front of Viktor’s desk, his posture straight, his expression neutral, waiting for the command. There was no need for pleasantries between them—this was business, nothing more.



“Mikhail,” Viktor began, his voice low and smooth, like silk over steel. He leaned forward slightly, his predatory gaze never leaving Mikhail’s face. “We’ve got a situation.”



Mikhail didn’t respond right away, simply holding Viktor’s gaze, waiting. There was no need for him to speak. He was the enforcer, Viktor’s right hand when things needed to be done quietly—or not so quietly. He handled the dirty work so Viktor didn’t have to.



“Mikhail, you’ve heard of the Morozov Bratva, I assume?” Viktor asked, his voice cold but casual, as if he were discussing the weather rather than rival factions.



“Of course,” Mikhail finally responded, his voice a deep rumble. His words were clipped, to the point, just as Viktor liked it.



“They’ve been making moves,” Viktor continued, his fingers tapping rhythmically on the surface of the desk. “Nothing overt, but we’ve been watching. They got bold a few days ago. Stole a stash of guns from one of our warehouses.”



At this, Viktor leaned back in his chair, studying Mikhail’s reaction. But there wasn’t much to see. Mikhail’s expression remained stone-cold, his jaw set, eyes unwavering. Theft wasn’t a new game, especially not between rival Bratvas, but the Morozovs had crossed a line.



“We’ve tracked them,” Viktor said, his smile widening slightly. “To a house in Brooklyn. Small crew, nothing you can’t handle.”



Mikhail nodded once, barely a movement, signaling he understood the gravity of the task. He had handled much worse. The men inside the house didn’t know it yet, but they were already dead. There was no mercy in this business. The minute they touched the Volkov Bratva’s weapons, their fate was sealed.



“Kill them all,” Viktor said, his voice dropping a little lower, the danger in his tone unmistakable. “No witnesses. I want them wiped out, and I want that house empty when you leave. Bring the guns back.”



It was a simple mission, one Mikhail had executed countless times before. Eliminate the threat, retrieve the assets, leave no one alive to tell the tale. It was routine—clean, efficient. He didn’t ask questions, didn’t hesitate. He followed orders because that’s what he did, and that’s what made him valuable.



Viktor’s eyes gleamed in the low light. “Consider it a message to the Morozovs. They’ll think twice next time.”



Mikhail’s mind was already on the job, calculating his approach, mapping out the possibilities. He would get in, take out the men, gather the guns, and be out within the hour. Easy. He had no reason to linger, no reason to leave any trace behind. The men inside wouldn’t even know what hit them.



“I’ll handle it,” Mikhail said, his voice steady, giving no hint of hesitation. He didn’t need to say more. Viktor knew he would follow through.



Viktor smiled, a slow, satisfied grin that never reached his eyes. “I know you will.”



Mikhail turned without another word, his boots heavy against the floor as he made his way back out of the office. Behind him, he could feel Viktor’s gaze, still sharp and predatory, watching him as he left. Mikhail didn’t mind. He didn’t need Viktor’s approval, only his orders.



The moment the door closed behind him, Mikhail’s focus narrowed, his mind already shifting to the task ahead. The house in Brooklyn, the men inside, the guns—they were all that mattered now. He would do what he was sent to do, and then he would disappear into the night, as he always did.



















The sound of the engine cut off as Mikhail parked his black SUV halfway down the block, far enough from the house to avoid drawing attention but close enough to strike quickly. The street was quiet, unnervingly so for Brooklyn, where the sounds of the city never truly died down. Tonight, though, there was an eerie stillness in the air. The occasional hum of distant traffic was the only thing disturbing the silence.



Mikhail sat for a moment, his fingers resting on the steering wheel as he surveyed his surroundings. The house stood at the end of the block, dark and unassuming. Its windows were black, casting long shadows across the cracked pavement. It was the kind of house that blended into the neighborhood, the kind people passed without a second glance. The perfect place for a group of men looking to hide. But they couldn’t hide from him.



His eyes narrowed as he checked the mirrors, scanning the area for any signs of movement. There was none. The street was deserted, the other houses on the block dark and silent. Good. It made his job easier when there were no prying eyes. No neighbors to call the cops or ask too many questions. Not that it would matter. By the time anyone noticed anything was wrong, he would be long gone.



Mikhail opened the door and stepped out into the night, the heavy weight of his gun resting comfortably at his side. The cool evening air brushed against his skin, but it didn’t faze him. His focus was already on the task ahead. The streetlights cast a dim glow, illuminating the sidewalk in patches of weak yellow light, but Mikhail stayed in the shadows, moving with the practiced ease of a predator stalking its prey.



His steps were soundless, his boots barely making a noise against the cracked pavement. His movements were fluid, calculated. He had done this countless times before, and every step was part of the routine. There was no room for mistakes, no room for hesitation. Each step brought him closer to the house, closer to his target.



The house loomed ahead of him, its worn exterior blending into the darkness. It was an old building, probably built decades ago and left to decay. The paint was peeling, the front porch sagged, and the windows were smudged with grime. But Mikhail wasn’t interested in the aesthetics. His eyes were on the front door, slightly ajar, like an invitation waiting for him to accept.



He paused for a moment at the edge of the porch, listening. He could hear faint voices coming from inside—two, maybe three men, speaking in low tones. They were relaxed. They weren’t expecting him. That would be their last mistake.



Mikhail’s fingers tightened around the grip of his gun as he moved closer. His heartbeat remained steady, his breathing calm. There was no fear, no adrenaline rush. This wasn’t about emotion. It was about precision. He approached the door, his body hugging the shadows, blending into the darkness. The voices inside grew louder as he neared, and he could make out snippets of their conversation. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t here to talk.



With a swift motion, Mikhail pushed the door open and stepped inside, his gun raised, eyes scanning the room. The men inside barely had time to register his presence before the first shot rang out. The sharp crack of the silenced gun echoed through the small space, and the first man fell without a sound. A bullet to the head. Quick, efficient.



The others scrambled, panic flashing across their faces, but Mikhail was faster. His movements were smooth, practiced. Two more shots, and two more bodies hit the floor. Blood pooled beneath them, the room suddenly silent except for the ringing in his ears.



He didn’t stop to look at them, didn’t hesitate to assess the damage. It was done. Mikhail stepped over the bodies, his boots leaving faint marks in the blood as he moved through the house. His gaze swept the room, taking in the empty liquor bottles, the guns scattered across a table in the corner, the dirty plates stacked in the sink. This wasn’t just a hideout. These men had been living here, comfortable in their theft. Comfortable in the belief that they had gotten away with it.



Mikhail felt nothing as he stepped into the back room, where the stash of guns was kept. There was no satisfaction in the kill, no sense of accomplishment. This was his job. These men had stolen from the Volkov Bratva, and they paid the price. Simple as that.



He knelt by the stash, carefully inspecting the weapons. A mix of handguns, assault rifles, ammunition. Everything Viktor had said was there, and more. Mikhail’s fingers brushed over the cold metal of the guns, methodically checking each one. This wasn’t about greed or revenge. It was about sending a message. No one stole from the Volkov Bratva and lived to tell the tale.



He packed the guns into a large duffel bag, moving with the same calm precision he had used to kill the men. His mind was already on the next step, already thinking about how long it would take to get back to the safehouse, to report the job as done. There was no room for second thoughts, no time for reflection. This was just another job. Another kill.



As he slung the bag over his shoulder, Mikhail glanced down at the bodies one last time. They lay where they had fallen, their faces frozen in expressions of shock and fear. He didn’t feel anything for them. They were already forgotten, erased from his mind as easily as he had pulled the trigger.



“Another job. Another kill. They should’ve known better than to steal from us.”



Mikhail’s thoughts were as cold and precise as the actions he’d just carried out. The guns were already packed into the duffel, his mind shifting to the next step. His body moved on autopilot, sweeping through the house to ensure nothing was left behind. He walked with the same cold efficiency that had carried him through countless missions—no wasted movements, no unnecessary thoughts.



And yet...



A sound. Faint, barely there. But to someone like Mikhail, whose senses had been honed by years of survival in the Bratva, it was unmistakable.



He froze, muscles tensing, head tilting slightly toward the direction of the noise. It came from deeper inside the house. The back room. His pulse remained steady, his breath even, but his instincts sharpened, every nerve on high alert.



Someone was still here.



His fingers tightened around the grip of his gun, and he moved silently toward the sound. His boots barely made a sound on the creaky floorboards as he approached the door to the back room. His mind was already calculating—whoever was in there was about to die, just like the others. The job was clear: no witnesses.



Mikhail paused at the door, listening. There it was again—a rustling, as though someone was trying to hide, trying to disappear into the shadows. A prey, hoping to escape the predator’s notice. His lips tightened into a thin line as he pushed the door open, his gun raised, ready to fire.



The room was dimly lit by the streetlights filtering in through the dirty windows. Dust clung to every surface, and the air was thick with the smell of stale cigarette smoke and sweat. But it wasn’t the disarray that caught Mikhail’s attention.



It was the figure huddled in the corner.



She was small, barely noticeable, crouched against the wall with her knees pulled up to her chest. Her long, chestnut brown hair tumbled over her shoulders in messy waves, half-covering her face as she pressed herself into the shadows. Her pale skin seemed to glow in the dim light, and her emerald green eyes, wide with terror, locked onto Mikhail’s as soon as the door opened.



For a moment, time seemed to freeze.



Mikhail’s gun remained steady, aimed directly at her head. His finger was on the trigger, ready to pull, but something stopped him. He stared at her, his cold, detached mind registering the details like pieces of a puzzle—young, early 20’s at most, scared, out of place. She didn’t belong here. Not with the bloodied bodies in the other room, not with the guns and the violence.



Her trembling hands gripped the fabric of her jeans, her knuckles white with fear. She was trying to make herself invisible, to disappear into the wall, but her eyes—those wide, terrified emerald eyes—gave her away. They pleaded for mercy, for something Mikhail wasn’t used to giving.



Mikhail’s expression didn’t change, but internally, something flickered. His mind told him what to do—what he was supposed to do. He was the Bratva’s enforcer, the one Viktor called when loose ends needed tying up. And this girl, whoever she was, was a loose end.



No witnesses.



He took a step closer, his shadow falling over her as he towered above her small, fragile frame. She flinched but didn’t scream, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Her eyes were fixed on him, like a deer caught in the headlights, paralyzed by the fear of what was about to happen.



Mikhail raised the gun, his finger tightening on the trigger.



It should’ve been easy.



One shot. Clean. Quick. He’d done it a hundred times before. This girl, whoever she was, didn’t matter. She was just another witness, another person who had seen too much.



But as his finger hovered over the trigger, something in him hesitated.



For the first time in his life, Mikhail paused.



It wasn’t rational. It wasn’t part of the plan. He had a job to do, and leaving witnesses alive wasn’t an option. But as he stared down at her, something in her wide, tear-filled eyes made him stop. It was like she was silently begging him, pleading for her life without speaking a word.



“I should kill her. It’s what I’m supposed to do.” His internal voice was cold, insistent. This was his duty, the way things worked in their world. Mercy wasn’t part of the job description. Mercy was for the weak.



And yet, he couldn’t pull the trigger.



His eyes scanned her again, trying to find something—anything—to justify the hesitation. She was shaking, her body rigid with fear, but there was something else in her face, something he couldn’t place. Vulnerability. Innocence.



And those eyes...



His finger hovered over the trigger, but the longer he looked at her, the harder it became to pull. Mikhail clenched his jaw, frustration building inside him. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. She was supposed to be dead by now, just like the others. But here she was, still breathing, still staring at him with those haunting green eyes.



“So why can’t I pull the trigger?”



The question echoed in his mind, louder with each passing second. It wasn’t logical, wasn’t part of the job, but something deep inside him—a part he had long buried—stopped him.



She didn’t belong in this world. That much was clear.



And for some reason, Mikhail couldn’t bring himself to end her life.



He lowered the gun, frustration bubbling beneath his calm exterior. This was a mistake. He knew it. Viktor’s orders had been clear—kill everyone, no witnesses. Yet, here he was, sparing a girl he didn’t even know.



Mikhail’s expression darkened. He hated this feeling—this loss of control, this hesitation. It made him feel weak, vulnerable. But the decision had been made, and now he would have to deal with the consequences.



Without saying a word, he reached down and grabbed her by the arm, yanking her to her feet. She gasped, too shocked and scared to fight back. Her legs buckled under her, but Mikhail didn’t let go. He pulled her close, his grip firm but not painful.



Her breath came in shallow gasps as she stared up at him, wide-eyed and trembling.



“You’re coming with me,” he growled, his voice low and rough. He didn’t explain why—hell, he didn’t even know why. But he knew one thing for sure.



This girl was a problem.



And problems like her didn’t just disappear.



Mikhail pulled Anya to her feet with little effort, her small frame struggling to stay upright as she stumbled against him. Her wide, terrified eyes stared up at him, but he ignored them, focused on getting her out of the house and away from the bodies that now littered the floor. His grip on her arm was firm, commanding, and left no room for protest.



The smell of blood still lingered in the air as he yanked her toward the front door, his other hand gripping the duffel bag full of guns. Anya's panicked breaths were rapid, her chest rising and falling as she tried to understand what was happening. She opened her mouth to speak, but the words never came. Fear had stolen her voice.



Mikhail didn’t stop to explain. There was no time for explanations, no time for rationalizing why he had just spared her life. In his world, there were no loose ends. And yet, here she was—alive, shaking, and following him out the door like a reluctant lamb to slaughter.



The night air hit them as they stepped outside, the darkness swallowing them whole. The quiet Brooklyn street remained just as deserted as when Mikhail had arrived, the houses standing like silent witnesses to the violence that had just unfolded inside. He quickened his pace, dragging Anya with him, her legs barely able to keep up with his long, purposeful strides.



She tripped on the uneven sidewalk, her body lurching forward, but Mikhail didn’t stop. His grip tightened, keeping her upright as he reached his SUV. He could feel her trembling under his hold, but he pushed it out of his mind. He couldn’t think about her fear, her vulnerability. Not now. Not when he was trying to figure out what the hell he had just done.



Without a word, Mikhail yanked open the passenger door and shoved her inside. She let out a gasp as she hit the seat, her hands scrambling to steady herself. Her breath came in quick, shallow bursts, her wide eyes flicking between Mikhail and the door, as if calculating her chances of escape.



But Mikhail was already moving, throwing the bag of guns into the backseat before slamming the door shut. He circled around the SUV with the same efficiency that had carried him through the mission. Every move was deliberate, controlled. But inside, he was anything but.



He slid into the driver’s seat, his jaw clenched as his hands gripped the steering wheel. The engine roared to life, and without hesitation, he pulled away from the curb, the tires screeching against the pavement as the SUV sped down the quiet street.



She was still, her back pressed against the seat, her eyes wide with terror. It took her a moment to gather her thoughts, to process what had just happened. But as the city lights blurred past the window and the distance between them and the house grew, her fear quickly gave way to panic.



“You can’t keep me here!” Her voice broke through the silence, frantic and high-pitched. She turned in the seat, her hands reaching for the door handle as if she could somehow throw herself out of the speeding car.



Mikhail’s eyes flicked to her, his expression cold. “Shut up.”



His voice was curt, leaving no room for argument. It wasn’t a request—it was an order. One he expected her to follow. But She wasn’t listening. Panic had taken over her body, and she fumbled with the door, her fingers slipping on the handle as she tried to pry it open.



“Let me out!” she screamed, pounding her fists against the door in desperation. “You can’t do this! Let me go!”



Mikhail’s frustration bubbled under the surface, but he kept his gaze on the road, his knuckles white as they tightened around the steering wheel. He was still trying to process his own decision, still grappling with the fact that she was alive and sitting next to him. He could have ended it, could have pulled the trigger and left her body in that house with the others.



But he didn’t.



And now, here she was, yelling at him, fighting against him, reminding him with every frantic word that he had made a mistake. A mistake he couldn’t afford.



“I said, shut up,” Mikhail growled, his voice low and dangerous. He didn’t turn to look at her this time. He didn’t need to. The command in his tone was enough.



She froze for a moment, her breath coming in sharp gasps as she stared at him, her green eyes wide with fear. But the panic didn’t leave her face. She shook her head, her lips trembling as she fought back tears. “You can’t keep me here. I’ll—I’ll scream. I’ll get away.”



Mikhail clenched his jaw, the muscles in his neck tightening as her words grated against his already frayed nerves. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts—why had he spared her? Why had he taken her? None of this made sense. He followed orders. Always. But now, he was going against everything he had been trained to do.



And for what? A girl he didn’t know, a girl who was supposed to be dead?



“This was a mistake.”
 The thought echoed in his mind, gnawing at him with each second that passed. He should have killed her. He should have followed through with the plan, just as he had done so many times before.



But he hadn’t. And now, he was stuck with her.



The girl let out another cry, her fingers fumbling with the door handle again, but Mikhail was faster. His hand shot out, grabbing her wrist in a firm grip. “Don’t,” he warned, his voice ice-cold. He didn’t need to say more.



For a brief moment, their eyes met—his dark and unreadable, hers wide with fear and desperation. She stilled under his grip, her body trembling as her lips parted, but no words came. The fight seemed to drain out of her, leaving only the quiet, shaking breaths that filled the silence between them.



Mikhail released her wrist and turned his attention back to the road, the city lights casting fleeting shadows across his sharp features. His mind was racing, trying to process what came next, but nothing was clear. His gut had made the decision to spare her, but now his head was paying the price.



“I’m not going back,”
 he thought, the weight of his actions pressing down on him. There was no going back. He couldn’t undo the choice he’d made.



The road stretched out before him, dark and winding, just like the path he had chosen. The girl next to him was a problem. One he didn’t know how to solve.



Yet.



The SUV crunched to a stop in the driveway of the safehouse, gravel shifting under the tires as Mikhail killed the engine. The dense forest surrounding the property swallowed them in darkness, with no other sign of life for miles. The safehouse loomed ahead, its silhouette barely visible against the blackened sky, worn and hidden from the world. Just like the secrets it kept.



Mikhail glanced at her. She had gone quiet again, but her earlier defiance still lingered in the air between them. The memory of her yelling at him in the SUV—screaming, fighting him with words, unafraid of who or what he was—flashed through his mind. It had been a surprise. Most people, especially after seeing what she had, broke down into tears or silent terror.



But not her.



She had yelled, her voice cracking with anger, not fear. She hadn’t begged for her life or cowered under his command. She had fought. Even when she was terrified, she had the audacity to stand up to him, to look him in the eye and dare him to do worse. That fire—that resistance—it was something he hadn’t expected. And now, as he stared at her, it stirred something deep inside him.



Mikhail opened the door and stepped out into the cold night air, his thoughts racing as he walked around the car. He couldn’t stop thinking about that moment when he’d found her, crouched in the corner of the back room, her wide green eyes pleading with him. There had been innocence there, a kind of vulnerability that had made him hesitate. But now, that same girl was showing a different side—a fierceness he hadn’t seen coming.



A flicker of attraction tugged at him, uninvited. He hated that it was there, lingering beneath his frustration. It wasn’t just her looks, though they hadn’t escaped his notice. Her chestnut hair, the softness of her features—they stood in stark contrast to the defiance in her eyes. No, it was something more. It was her refusal to be broken, her determination not to beg.



He yanked open the passenger door, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her out. His grip was firm, rough, but not cruel. She stumbled as her feet hit the ground, but she didn’t fall. Instead, she squared her shoulders, glared up at him, and for a moment, he could almost see the anger in her eyes igniting again.



“Get moving,” he snapped, pulling her toward the house.



Her resistance was immediate, her feet dragging as she jerked her arm back. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with!” she spat, her voice sharp and filled with fury. “You’re going to regret this! You have no idea what kind of trouble you’ve brought on yourself!”



Mikhail felt the frustration rise inside him like a tide, pushing against the attraction he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge. She was fearless in her anger, even when she should have been terrified. It was as if she didn’t realize who he was, what he was capable of. Or maybe she just didn’t care.



His jaw clenched as he tightened his grip on her arm, pulling her up the crumbling steps of the safehouse porch. The wooden door groaned as it opened, and he dragged her inside, his mind torn between the frustration she provoked and the unwanted desire that stirred every time she looked at him with that fire in her eyes.



“You’re going to be sorry you took me!” she shouted again as he hauled her down the narrow hallway. “You think this is going to go your way? You’re nothing! My people will come for you, and when they do, you’ll wish you had killed me!”



Her words hit him like sparks, igniting something primal. She was relentless, fearless in her fury, and it stirred him in ways he didn’t want to admit. Her voice—sharp, biting—was unlike anything he’d expected. No one talked to him like that. No one had the nerve.



He shoved open the door to one of the back rooms, a small, windowless space with nothing but a rickety bed in the corner. She barely had time to react before he pushed her inside, letting go of her arm with a sharp motion.



“Shut up,” he growled, his patience fraying at the edges.



She stumbled forward, catching herself against the wall before turning to face him, her eyes blazing with rage. “You don’t scare me,” she hissed, her breath coming in short, angry bursts. “You think you’re in control? You’re nothing but a thug, and when my father finds out—”



“Enough!” Mikhail’s voice cut through her words like a blade. He stepped forward, his broad frame filling the doorway as he glared down at her, his jaw tight with barely restrained anger. He could feel the heat of his frustration boiling over, mixing with the attraction that had been simmering ever since she’d opened her mouth in the car.



She was right. He should have killed her. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to live. But something in her—something in the way she refused to back down—had stopped him. And now he was stuck with her, this defiant, fiery woman who couldn’t seem to stop testing his limits.



“Stay here,” he ordered, his voice rough, thick with the tension that had been building since the moment he found her.



She didn’t answer, but the look in her eyes was enough. She wasn’t going to stop fighting. And maybe—just maybe—that was part of what intrigued him.



Mikhail turned on his heel, leaving her standing in the room as he slammed the door shut behind him. The sound of the lock sliding into place echoed in the small space, but it did little to calm the storm brewing inside him.



As he leaned against the wall, his hands clenched into fists, Mikhail felt the weight of his impulsive decision settle in. She was more than a complication now. She was a problem—one he didn’t know how to fix. But worse than that, she was becoming something he couldn’t afford to be distracted by.



This wasn’t supposed to happen. She wasn’t supposed to live. But I can’t take it back now.



The frustration gnawed at him, but so did the unwanted spark of attraction that had ignited when she fought back. He hated it. He hated the way she got under his skin, the way her defiance drew him in.



But there was no turning back now.







Chapter 2







The room was small, suffocating. The walls were bare, cracked in places where time had worn them down, and the single dim bulb overhead cast long shadows that made everything feel even smaller. The air was thick, stale, with the lingering scent of dust and something she couldn’t quite place. Anya sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the floor, her arms wrapped around herself, trying to stop the tremors that seemed to ripple through her body. The lack of windows only heightened the sense of being trapped. Nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.



The bed beneath her was hard, the mattress thin and lumpy, but it was the least of her concerns. Her mind raced, replaying the events of the night over and over again, each memory more jarring than the last. Her breath hitched, heart pounding in her chest as fear clung to her like a second skin.



What had she been thinking?



Anya had only wanted to find Pavel. It had been a routine visit—she had stopped by the house in Brooklyn, expecting to find her cousin lounging with his friends, maybe playing cards or drinking. But Pavel wasn’t there. Just a few of his guys, the ones he always hung around with. 



Pavel was supposed to be there. He had told her to meet him, but when she arrived, he was nowhere to be found. His absence should have been a sign, a red flag telling her to leave, but she had decided to wait a little bit to see if he would show up.



But then she heard it.



The gunshot.



It echoed through the house, freezing her in place. One shot, then another. Her breath caught in her throat as panic flooded her body, her legs nearly giving out beneath her as the realization hit her: someone was here. Someone dangerous.



She had run without thinking, darting through the back hallway, looking for anywhere to hide. The small room tucked away in the back corner had been her only option. She had slipped inside, her heart hammering in her chest, praying she wouldn’t be found. The smell of blood had hung heavy in the air as the minutes ticked by, each one stretching longer than the last. Her mind had raced with a thousand questions, but there was only one that mattered—would she survive?



Anya squeezed her eyes shut, her fingers digging into the fabric of her jeans as the memory clawed at her. The sound of bodies hitting the floor, the low grunts of pain—it all played in her head like a horror film. And then, the footsteps. Slow, deliberate, coming closer.



She swallowed hard, a lump forming in her throat. She could still feel it—the way her body had tensed, every muscle frozen in terror, as the door creaked open. She hadn’t dared to breathe, hadn’t dared to move, hoping against hope that whoever it was would leave her alone. But she had known, deep down, that they wouldn’t.



And then she had seen him.



The man who had found her—his tall, imposing figure filling the doorway. His presence had been suffocating, overwhelming, and the moment their eyes met, her heart had nearly stopped. His gaze had been cold, piercing, like ice cutting through her, but there was something else behind it. Something she couldn’t quite place.



Anya shivered at the memory, biting down on her bottom lip as her mind drifted back to that moment. She had felt her fear spike the second their eyes locked, but even in that fear, she couldn’t deny the way she had noticed him. His face, sharp and angular, was striking in a way she hadn’t expected. His dark hair, short and neat, framed his strong jawline. And his eyes—those cold, intense eyes—had held hers for what felt like an eternity. There was a harshness to him, a violence just beneath the surface. And yet, there was something about the way he looked at her, something that made her pause.



“Why can’t I stop thinking about the way he looked at me?”



It didn’t make sense. He had been ready to kill her, gun raised, finger on the trigger, and yet… she couldn’t stop replaying that moment in her head. Why hadn’t he killed her? Why had he hesitated?



The fear that had gripped her so tightly was now joined by something else—something she didn’t want to acknowledge. She couldn’t help but notice his size, his strength, the way he had handled her, rough but not brutal. There had been control in his actions, a restrained power that made her both terrified and… drawn to him.



“No,”
 she whispered to herself, shaking her head. 
“I should fear him.”



She did fear him. Didn’t she? He had killed those men—her cousin’s friends, people she had known, however briefly. And he had spared her, for reasons she didn’t understand. How could she feel anything but fear of him?



And yet, the image of him—standing there, strong and unyielding—refused to leave her mind. The way his muscles had flexed under his shirt, the sharpness of his features, the force of his presence—it all lingered in the back of her thoughts, gnawing at her.



“I should have left when I didn’t see Pavel. Why did I stay? I never thought it would end like this.”



She was trapped now, caught in a web of confusion and fear, and all she could do was wait. The room felt smaller by the second, the lack of windows making her feel like she was suffocating. She didn’t know what he wanted from her. She didn’t know if he would come back to kill her, or if he had some other plan in mind. But the uncertainty gnawed at her.



And then there was the attraction.



She hated herself for it. For even thinking about it in a moment like this. But her mind kept drifting back to him. The way he had looked at her—not just with the intent to kill, but with something else behind that cold stare. And on the car ride… she had noticed how close they were. How his body had filled the space beside her, the sheer size of him making her feel small in comparison. She had noticed the way his hands gripped the steering wheel, the way his chest rose and fell with steady breaths.



“How can I want the man who killed those men? Why can’t I stop thinking about his touch?”



Anya clenched her fists, shaking the thoughts away. She couldn’t think like that. She had to focus on getting out, on finding a way to survive. But even as she tried to push those thoughts aside, they lingered, pulling her back to that moment, to him.



The room felt colder now, the fear settling deep in her bones. She didn’t know what was going to happen next, but one thing was clear: she was no longer in control. And the man who held that control… was dangerous.



The stillness of the room weighed heavily on Anya, pressing against her chest with the force of a thousand unspoken thoughts. The faint hum of silence seemed to fill every crevice, every shadow, making the room feel more like a cage than a place to rest. She could still feel the remnants of fear pulsing through her veins, her mind trapped in the aftermath of the night's events. But as she sat there, staring at the cracked walls and worn floors, her thoughts began to drift.



The car ride.



Her breath hitched slightly as her mind replayed it—those agonizing moments when she had been so close to him, so close to the man who had taken her, who had killed the men in that house. She had been terrified, her heart pounding in her chest, her body rigid with fear. And yet, something else had crept in, something she hadn’t expected. Something she didn’t want to admit.



She closed her eyes, the memory of the car ride filling her senses. He had shoved her into the passenger seat, not gentle, but not brutal either. His movements had been precise, controlled, his strength undeniable. The way his hand had gripped her arm, rough but steady, sent a shock of awareness through her that she hadn’t been able to shake. Even now, she could still feel the ghost of his touch on her skin, the lingering impression of his hands as they had held her in place.



She shivered, hugging herself tighter as the memory washed over her.



“He killed those men.”
 Her mind whispered the words, a reminder of the violence she had witnessed, of the danger she was in. 
“I should fear him.”
 She did fear him. Didn’t she?



But with each passing moment, that fear felt more and more elusive, slipping through her fingers like sand. Because alongside the fear, the anger, and the confusion, there was something else. An attraction she couldn’t explain, an unsettling pull that made her feel both repulsed and… drawn to him.



“Why am I drawn to him?”
 She clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms as if the pain might help her focus, might help her banish the feelings that had no place in her heart.



But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop thinking about him—about his size, his strength. He had filled the car, his presence overwhelming, making her feel small and vulnerable in a way she had never felt before. He had been quiet for most of the ride, his jaw clenched, eyes focused on the road, but she had felt the tension radiating from him. Every breath he took had seemed to echo in the small space, making her painfully aware of how close they were.



Her pulse quickened at the memory of his hands gripping the steering wheel, the way his muscles had tensed beneath his shirt. There had been a raw, untamed energy about him, a force that both terrified and captivated her. She had wanted to scream, to yell at him, to demand answers. But fear had kept her silent, fear and something else—something that made her stomach twist in knots.



She hated herself for it.



“I should be planning my escape, thinking about how to get out of here.”
 But all she could think about was him—how his presence had dominated the car, how every inch of him seemed built for control, for power. She had never felt so powerless in her life, and yet, there was a part of her, a dark part, that had been drawn to that. To him.



Anya shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She couldn’t let herself think like this. She was his prisoner. He had killed those men—men she had known, men who had been part of her cousin’s circle. He had killed them without hesitation, without mercy. How could she even entertain the thought of being attracted to him? How could her body betray her like this?



“I hate him.”
 She repeated the words in her mind, trying to make them feel real. 
“I hate him for what he’s done.”
 But even as she thought it, she couldn’t stop the shiver that ran down her spine at the memory of his voice, the cold command in his tone as he had told her to shut up.



There had been no comfort in his words, no softness. He was a man who lived by violence, who thrived on control. And yet, that control—his dominance—it had stirred something inside her. She hated the feeling, hated the way it lingered even now, in the silence of the room.



She bit her lip, her thoughts drifting back to the way he had handled her in the car. There had been nothing gentle about it, but there had been restraint. He could have hurt her, could have done far worse, but he hadn’t. His grip had been firm, his movements precise, as though he was always in control of himself, of everything around him. And that control, that strength, had sparked a response in her that she didn’t want to acknowledge.



“How can I want the man who killed those men? How can I think about how his hands felt on me?”



It was madness. But no matter how hard she tried to push the thoughts away, they returned with every breath she took. She had seen the coldness in his eyes, had felt the danger that lurked beneath the surface of his calm exterior. He was not a man to be trifled with. And yet, even knowing that, even feeling the weight of his violence hanging over her, she couldn’t stop the rush of heat that came with the memory of his touch.



Her body betrayed her, reacting to him in ways she couldn’t control. She hated it, hated the way her skin tingled at the thought of him, hated the way her mind kept drifting back to the car ride, to the moments they had shared in silence, so close and yet worlds apart.



Anya pressed her hands against her face, trying to block out the flood of conflicting emotions that were threatening to drown her. She had never felt so confused, so torn between what she knew was right and what her body seemed to want. How could she be attracted to him? How could she feel anything but fear and anger toward the man who had taken her captive, who had killed without hesitation?



“It’s just the fear,”
 she told herself, desperate for an explanation. 
“It’s just because I’m scared. That’s all this is.”



But even as she tried to convince herself, she knew it was more than that. There was something about him, something that had ignited a spark deep inside her, a spark she couldn’t extinguish no matter how hard she tried.



And as much as she hated herself for it, she couldn’t stop thinking about him—about the way his presence had consumed the space around them, the way his voice had sent a shiver down her spine. The way he had looked at her, cold and calculating, yet somehow… different.



She shook her head, frustrated with herself, but the thoughts wouldn’t leave her. She was drawn to him in a way she couldn’t explain, and that terrified her more than anything.



Because no matter how much she tried to deny it, she couldn’t shake the feeling that this was only the beginning.



The air in the room was thick with tension, every second dragging like an eternity as Anya sat motionless on the bed, her heart pounding in her chest. She couldn’t shake the weight of her thoughts, the conflicting emotions that battled for control inside her. Fear still gripped her tightly, but beneath it, anger simmered, threatening to boil over at any moment. She felt trapped, like a caged animal with nowhere to run, and the silence of the room was suffocating.



The sound of the door swinging open was like a gunshot, shattering the stillness. Anya’s body tensed, her breath catching in her throat as her eyes darted to the doorway. Mikhail stood there, his large frame filling the entrance, casting a shadow over the room. His presence was overwhelming, the air seemed to shift with his arrival, and despite herself, Anya felt her pulse quicken.



He was different now. His expression was colder, his gaze hard and unyielding as it swept over her. Yet there was something behind the coldness—something controlled, calculated, but not entirely emotionless. He was trying to rein himself in, to maintain the upper hand, and that only made her heart race faster. She wanted to scream at him, to demand answers, but fear kept her frozen in place for a moment longer.



Mikhail’s eyes locked onto hers, and for a second, neither of them moved. The tension between them thickened, a silent standoff that stretched impossibly thin. He was the first to break the silence.



“My name is Mikhail,” he said, his voice low and measured.



The sound of his voice sent a shiver down Anya’s spine, but she pushed the feeling away, trying to focus on the words. Mikhail. So that was his name. The man who had killed those men—her cousin’s friends—the man who had spared her life for reasons she couldn’t begin to understand. Her mind raced, swirling with questions she wasn’t sure she wanted answered.



“Mikhail,”
 she thought, the name ringing in her head. 
“The man who spared me.”
 But why? What was his plan? Why had he hesitated?



Her heart was hammering in her chest, fear and anger colliding like a storm inside her. She was furious, terrified, and yet… there it was again. That strange pull, that inexplicable attraction she couldn’t ignore. It made no sense, but it was there, gnawing at her in the midst of the chaos. Her emotions were a tangled mess, and she hated herself for the confusion that clouded her thoughts.



Mikhail stood in the doorway, his expression unreadable, though his eyes held hers with an intensity that made it hard to breathe. He didn’t move, didn’t make any threatening gestures, but his mere presence was enough to keep her on edge. He was trying to keep the situation under control, trying to be reasonable, but Anya had reached her breaking point.



She was done sitting still. Done being afraid.



Anya’s fists clenched at her sides, her anger bubbling up to the surface like a volcano ready to erupt. She rose from the bed, her body shaking with the force of her emotions as she glared at Mikhail, the fury in her eyes burning brighter than the fear.



“You don’t know who you’re dealing with!” she spat, her voice sharp and filled with defiance. “I’m Anya. Anya Morozov. My father is Konstantin Morozov, head of the Morozov Bratva!”



For a split second, she thought she saw something flicker in Mikhail’s eyes—a crack in his cold exterior. His calm facade wavered, just for a moment, and his expression darkened. The weight of her words sank in, and she saw the recognition flash across his face. He knew exactly who she was now, and it made everything infinitely more complicated.



“Fucking hell,” Mikhail muttered under his breath, running a hand through his hair as he stared at her with a mixture of frustration and disbelief. “I should have killed you.”



The words were like a punch to the gut, knocking the wind out of her, but Anya didn’t flinch. She had expected as much. She had known from the moment he found her that her life was hanging by a thread. But hearing him say it, hearing the cold truth in his voice, only fueled her anger.



“Why didn’t you?” she demanded, taking a step forward, her fists still clenched. “Why didn’t you kill me with the others?”



Her voice shook, but her resolve didn’t. She was furious, her fear turning into something sharp and dangerous. She wanted answers, needed to understand why he had spared her. It didn’t make sense. Nothing about this made sense.



Mikhail didn’t answer immediately. His jaw tightened, and for a moment, he looked like he was struggling with something. His dark eyes flickered, the control he had been trying so hard to maintain slipping for just a second. But then he straightened, his expression hardening once more.



“It would’ve been easier,” he said, his voice rough. “No witnesses. No complications.”



“Then why am I still alive?” Anya shot back, her voice rising. “What are you planning to do with me? Keep me locked up until you decide to finish the job?”



Her words hung in the air between them, and for a moment, Mikhail just stared at her, his gaze piercing through the anger and fear that roiled within her. He stepped forward, his presence looming larger as he closed the distance between them.



“You don’t understand what’s happening here,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “You think you’re in control? You think your name will protect you?”



Anya’s heart pounded, but she didn’t back down. She met his gaze head-on, her defiance burning brighter than her fear. “I’m not some nobody. My father will find out what you’ve done. You think you can just take me and get away with it? You’re the one who doesn’t understand.”



The air between them was charged, the tension palpable as they stood face to face, neither willing to back down. Anya could feel her pulse racing, could hear the blood pounding in her ears, but she refused to show weakness. She refused to let him intimidate her.



But beneath the fury, beneath the sharp words and the defiance, there was something else. Something neither of them wanted to acknowledge, but it was there, simmering just below the surface. A dangerous attraction that made her skin tingle and her heart race for reasons that had nothing to do with fear.



“Why did you spare me?” she asked again, her voice softer now, almost pleading. “Why didn’t you kill me?”



Mikhail’s jaw clenched, and for a moment, it looked like he might answer. But instead, he stepped back, his gaze darkening as he turned away.



“I don’t know,” he muttered, more to himself than to her.



The silence that followed Mikhail’s muttered response was thick, charged with tension so palpable it felt like the air between them was sparking. Anya’s breath caught in her throat, her mind reeling. His words had been so quiet, so unsure—so unlike the man who had stormed into the room with the weight of death hanging over him. The coldness that had defined him was cracking, and in its place, something darker and more dangerous was emerging.



But Anya wasn’t ready to let it end there. She wasn’t ready to let him walk away from this without understanding the gravity of what he had done—what he had started by sparing her life. She felt her chest tighten with a new wave of anger, her fear morphing into something sharper, something hotter.



“You don’t understand what you’ve done,” she said, her voice trembling with the intensity of her emotions. “You think this ends with me locked in a room? Do you have any idea who my father is? What he’ll do when he finds out you’ve taken me?”



Mikhail didn’t respond immediately, but the way his jaw clenched told her he was listening. His dark eyes flickered, and for a moment, she thought she saw a flash of something—uncertainty, perhaps, or hesitation. But it was gone as quickly as it had come, replaced by the same cold, unreadable mask he always wore.



He didn’t care. She knew it. He didn’t care about her father or the consequences. But what scared her more was that he didn’t seem to care about anything. Not even himself.



Anya’s fists tightened at her sides, her body trembling with the force of her anger. “You’ve gotten yourself into something you can’t control,” she continued, her voice rising. “You think you’re untouchable? That nothing can touch you because you’re so strong, so powerful?”



She took a step forward, her eyes blazing with fury as she stared up at him. “You’re wrong.”



Mikhail’s eyes narrowed, his gaze hardening as he watched her, his silence only fueling her rage. She could feel the heat between them growing, a tension that was no longer just about anger. It was something else—something she didn’t want to admit. But it was there, simmering beneath the surface, threatening to erupt at any moment.



Her breath came faster, her chest rising and falling with the weight of her emotions. She could feel his eyes on her, could feel the intensity of his gaze as it roamed over her, taking in every detail of her defiance, her fury. And despite everything, despite the fear and the hatred she had for him, she couldn’t stop the way her body responded.



Her pulse quickened, her skin tingling with a heat that had nothing to do with anger.



“How can I want him right now?”
 The thought raced through her mind, unwanted and impossible to ignore. 
“After everything he’s done? After what he is?”



But she couldn’t stop it.



Mikhail took a step closer, his body towering over hers, his presence overwhelming. The room seemed to shrink around them, the walls closing in as the space between them disappeared. Anya’s breath caught in her throat, her heart hammering against her ribs as she stared up at him, her hands trembling at her sides.



He was close now, so close she could feel the heat radiating off his skin, could see the way his muscles tensed beneath his shirt, the way his breath came in slow, measured exhales. His eyes were darker than before, no longer cold, but filled with something primal, something dangerous.



She could feel it—the shift between them. The anger was still there, burning hot, but it was no longer the only thing driving them. There was a pull, a magnetic force that neither of them could deny, a desire that had been building since the moment they had locked eyes in that house.



Mikhail’s gaze dropped to her lips for a fraction of a second, and Anya felt her stomach twist with anticipation, a heat rising inside her that she couldn’t control. Her body was betraying her, reacting to him in ways she didn’t want to acknowledge. She wanted to hate him. She did hate him. But her body wasn’t listening.



“I shouldn’t want this,”
 she thought, her breath coming in shallow, uneven gasps. 
“I should hate him.”



But she didn’t move. She couldn’t.



Mikhail’s hand twitched at his side, as though he was trying to resist something. His jaw clenched, his eyes locked onto hers with an intensity that made her knees weak. He was holding back, fighting something within himself, something that was slipping through the cracks of his control.



Anya’s breath hitched as he took another step forward, his body so close now that she could feel the heat of him pressing against her. She swallowed hard, her heart racing as she waited, her body tense with a mix of fear, anger, and something else—something she wasn’t ready to admit.
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