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CITY OF THORNS: DARK MAFIA ROMANCE

My name is Viktor Volkov, and in my world, debts are paid in blood. I didn't ask for this life; I was born into it, inheriting a territory of control and power. Ruthless and calculating, I control the shadows, where men obey and secrets are buried deep.

Until Lara Novak crossed my path.

She seems to think she can play her own game, that her intellect is enough to protect her. But she doesn't know how far I'm willing to go when I'm interested. Each challenge just makes me want her more, until she's drawn into a world she once questioned.

Now, she's inside my operation, where loyalty is a commodity and escape isn't easy. Lara is involved, and in the mafia, you don't just walk away, she’s not an exception.
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CHAPTER 1
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LARA P.O.V.

In my office, the city view was a constant reminder of my own success. "Another contract signed, Lara. Don't you ever get tired of winning?" I whispered to myself, organizing the papers. Criminal lawyer, 32, single by choice – at least that's what I told my friends. The truth was, finding someone who could keep up with my pace, and most importantly, challenge me, seemed like a mission impossible.

Today was Friday, and the promise of a night out with the girls at Luxury – the hottest club in town – was the perfect escape from the week's tension. A good drink, loud music, and maybe, just maybe, some interesting guy. But honestly, my expectations were low.

I liked my job. I defended people society had already judged, and I felt immense pride when I managed to turn a case around. It was gratifying to fight for what I believed in, even if it meant facing powerful, corrupt men. "Lara, focused on work, as always," I thought, rolling my eyes. I urgently needed to switch off "lawyer mode" and switch on "fun mode."

As I turned off my computer, I took one last look in the mirror. A confident smile played on my lips. "Tonight, Lara Novak, no work. Just you, the girls, and a little controlled chaos." I grabbed my purse and left the office, ready to face the night.

I took a deep breath, feeling the cool night air wash over me. It had been a long day, but the prospect of a fun night with the girls cheered me up. It was important to have moments of relaxation, to forget about problems for a while and focus on myself. And, who knows, maybe find someone interesting in the Luxury crowd?

Luxury was exactly what the name promised: an excess of lights, colors, and moving bodies. The music pulsed like a second heart, and the smell of imported perfume mingled with the sweet aroma of the drinks. Finding Maya and Sofia amidst that chaos was a challenge in itself.

"Lara! Finally!" Maya yelled, hugging me tightly. Her red hair shimmered under the strobe lights. Sofia, always more reserved, smiled and waved. "We desperately needed a night like this," she said, with a sparkle in her eyes.

The club was gigantic, divided into several areas: a dance floor, themed bars, and more private lounges. The decor was extravagant, with huge chandeliers, velvet sofas, and mirrored walls. Everything there screamed opulence and seduction.

Luxury was the meeting point of the city's elite, and it wasn't hard to recognize some famous faces in the crowd. Politicians, businessmen, artists... All seeking a moment of escape and fun. And, of course, many singles looking for romance, or something less committed.

In a more secluded corner, in the shadows of a private lounge, there he was. Viktor. I'd heard about him. The imposing silhouette, the broad shoulders, the chiseled jaw. A presence that dominated the room without needing to make a fuss. A classic bad boy, the kind my mother warned me to avoid.

His black hair was slicked back, revealing a discreet scar on his temple. He wore a dark, impeccable suit that highlighted the contrast with his fair skin. A predatory gaze, fixed on some distant point, as if he were analyzing every movement around him.

He wasn't the type of man I was usually attracted to. I preferred the intellectuals, the funny ones, the ones who could talk about books and movies. But there was something about Viktor that intrigued me, an aura of danger and mystery that drew me in like a magnet.

"Look at that guy over there, Lara. What a sin!" Maya whispered, discreetly pointing to a guy walking by. "I think he's been checking you out for a while." Sofia rolled her eyes. "Is that all you two think about? We came here to dance and relax!"

"Relax? Sofia, this is Luxury! We relax at home, with tea and a book," Maya retorted, laughing. "And you, Lara? Any suitors in sight?" I scoffed. "You know I'm not very interested in relationships right now. Too much work for that."

"Oh, come on! You need a little fun in your life," Sofia insisted. "A hot guy to make you forget about your lawsuits and problematic clients." I smiled. "Maybe. But so far, nothing that makes me swoon."

Maya nudged me with her elbow. "What about that guy in the lounge? Didn't he catch your eye?" I knew exactly who she was talking about. "He's not my type," I lied, looking away.

And then, it happened. Our eyes met. For an instant, time seemed to stop. The music faded, and the world narrowed down to those two pairs of eyes locked on each other. His, dark and intense, seemed to pierce my soul.

A shock ran through my body. A mixture of fear and excitement. I couldn't look away, as if I were hypnotized. He smiled, a slow, calculated smile that sent shivers down my spine.

It was a short moment, but loaded with meaning. A silent acknowledgment, a promise of something more. A warning? Maybe. But I was willing to take the risk.

"A drink, please," I told the waiter, trying to hide my nervousness. "A very dry Dry Martini, with an olive." He nodded and walked away to prepare the order. I needed something strong to calm my nerves.

"You could feel the energy here!" Maya exclaimed, with a mischievous smile. "I think you hooked the bad boy." I rolled my eyes. "Stop it! It was just a look." Sofia laughed. "Sure... A look that made you turn as red as a tomato."

The waiter returned with my drink. I took the glass and took a generous sip. The bitter taste helped me regain some composure. "I'm just curious, okay? He seems... different."

The air inside was getting suffocating. "I need some air," I told the girls. "I'll be right back." I left the club and walked to the balcony, where the night wind was blowing hard. The view of the illuminated city was mesmerizing.

I took a deep breath, trying to gather my thoughts. Viktor. Why did he attract me so much? Me, an independent and rational woman, falling for the charm of a mysterious bad boy? It was ridiculous. But, for some reason, I couldn't get him out of my head.

I needed to pull myself together. The night was just beginning, and I wasn't going to let a furtive glance ruin my fun. After all, I was Lara Novak, and I didn't let anyone intimidate me. Not even a charming hunk.

"Are you running away?" The deep voice came from behind me, making me shudder. Viktor. He was there, standing at the club's door, his hands in his pockets. The silhouette illuminated by the street's neon lights made him even more imposing.

I turned around, trying to maintain my composure. "I wasn't running away. I just needed some air." He smiled, and that smile completely disarmed me. "I'm Viktor," he said, extending his hand. "Lara," I replied, shaking his hand. The touch was electrifying.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Lara." The way he said my name made my heart race. "Same here, Viktor." Silence fell between us, broken only by the sound of the music coming from the club.

"You seem like the type who doesn't impress easily," he said, studying me with his dark eyes. "Let's just say I've seen a lot in my life," I replied, with an enigmatic smile. "And you? You seem like the type who hides a lot of secrets."

He laughed. "We all have secrets, Lara. Some darker than others." The sexual tension between us was palpable. I could feel it in the air, in the heat of his gaze, in the proximity of our bodies.

"I like people with secrets," I said, provoking him. "It makes things more interesting." He moved a little closer, narrowing the distance between us. "Then you'll love getting to know me, Lara. I have many secrets to share."

But as much as I tried to deny it, Viktor intrigued me. There was something about him that drew me in like a moth to a flame. That air of danger, the unwavering confidence, the predatory gaze... It was all so wrong, and yet, so irresistible.

I needed to get away. Before it was too late. Why him? Why him of all people? So many options, so many interesting guys and me, Lara, feeling attracted to the most problematic guy in the club. It was a cruel irony. I was always so rational, so controlled... How could I let myself be carried away by a simple look?

The truth was, I was tired of predictable men, of lukewarm relationships without emotion. I wanted something that challenged me, that took me out of my comfort zone. And Viktor, for sure, was a challenge.

Viktor noticed my inner conflict. He smiled, an amused smile, as if he were reading my thoughts. "Are you scared, Lara?" he asked, his voice laced with sarcasm.

"Scared? Me? Never," I replied, trying to sound confident. He laughed. "Don't lie to me. I see it in your eyes. But don't worry, fear is a healthy emotion. It means you have something to lose."

He was right.

"Want something to drink?" he asked, pointing to the club's bar. "No, thank you," I replied. "I'm leaving." I needed to get away from him as quickly as possible. Every minute near Viktor was one step closer to perdition.

"Are you in a hurry? The night is just beginning," he insisted. "I have to work tomorrow," I lied. He studied me with a suspicious look. "A woman like you, working on a Saturday morning? I doubt it."

He knew me so little and, at the same time, seemed to know me so well. It was unsettling. "I have my reasons," I replied, evasively. "And one of them is to get away from you," I thought, but kept quiet.

"You don't trust me, do you?" he asked, with a hint of disappointment in his voice. "Trust is earned, Viktor. It's not given freely." He agreed. "Fair enough. But how can I prove that I'm worthy of your trust?"

"By showing who you really are," I replied. "No masks, no secrets." He laughed. "That would be dangerous, Lara. For both me and you." That comment sent shivers down my spine. What was he trying to say?

"Maybe I like danger," I teased. He stepped closer again, whispering in my ear. "Then you've come to the right place. My world is full of dangers."

"My world is not for everyone," he said, a dark tone in his voice. "It's a world of secrets, of people who do terrible things." I stared at him, curious. "What kind of things?"

He smiled, a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "Things you can't even imagine. Things that would give you nightmares." He was testing me, provoking me. Wanting to see how far I was willing to go.

"I'm not afraid of nightmares," I replied. "I deal with them every day in my work." He laughed.

"I need to go," I said, turning to leave. "It's getting late." He grabbed my arm, stopping me from leaving. "Wait. Just one more minute." His touch sent a shock, a shiver through my entire body.

"Viktor, let me go," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. He didn't let go. On the contrary, he tightened his grip on my arm. "Why are you in such a hurry, Lara? Are you afraid to surrender?"

"I'm not afraid of anything," I replied, lying through my teeth. He smiled. "Then show me. Stay a little longer. Talk to me."

"I want to leave," I said, trying to break free from his grip. He pulled me closer, pressing our bodies together. "You don't want to leave. You want to stay with me. You want to kiss me."

His eyes stared at me intensely, baring my soul. I couldn't deny it. He was right. I wanted all of that. I wanted to lose myself in his arms, to surrender.

"You're dangerous, Viktor," I whispered, my voice choked with emotion. "I know," he replied. "But you are too, Lara. You have a fire inside you that can set the world on fire."

He released my arm, but didn't move away. Instead, he brought his hand to my face, caressing my cheek with his fingertips. A light touch, almost imperceptible, but it sent shivers down my spine.

"I want to know you, Lara," he said, his voice husky. "I want to know who you really are. I want to discover all your secrets." I closed my eyes, feeling the warmth of his hand on my skin.

"You won't like what you find," I whispered. He smiled. "I love surprises." He leaned in closer, brushing our lips together.

I pulled away, taking a deep breath.  "Well, I really need to go now," I said, turning to leave. "I have to work tomorrow." He didn't stop me this time. He just watched me walk towards the club.

"See you soon, Lara," he said with an enigmatic smile. I entered the club, trying to hide the trembling in my legs. The girls looked at me curiously.

"So? Did anything happen?" Maya asked, anxiously. "Nothing much," I replied, trying to sound casual. "Just a conversation." But deep down, I knew it had been much more than that. Viktor had affected me in a way no other man ever had.

As I walked out of Luxury, I couldn't stop thinking about Viktor. His gaze, his touch, his words... Everything replayed in my mind like a broken record. I knew I had just entered a dangerous game, but I couldn't resist the temptation to play.
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CHAPTER 2
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VIKTOR P.O.V.

The Mafia. A word that resonated in my bones, branded with fire and iron onto my soul. I grew up under its shadow, my father a man of respect, feared and revered. From an early age, I learned that loyalty was currency, and blood, the price of betrayal. I had no choice. The Mafia doesn't offer choices, only predetermined paths. I walked mine with the coldness of a Russian winter, the same coldness I inherited in my gaze.

The walls of my office, at the top of the family building, were silent witnesses to crucial decisions, lives taken, promises broken. Here, shadows danced with the faint light that entered through the window, revealing a world of secrets and conspiracies. The aroma of Cuban cigars, my constant companion, mingled with the metallic scent of power. It was my kingdom, built on dubious foundations, but my kingdom nonetheless.

The Mafia was my family, my burden, my destiny. And I, Viktor Volkov, the heir, was destined to perpetuate the cycle. A cycle of violence, revenge, and... now, perhaps, desire. A dangerous desire, bearing the face of Lara.

"Vodka, Dimitri?" I asked, without taking my eyes off the sleeping city below. Dimitri, my right-hand man, childhood friend, and the only person I truly trusted, nodded silently, pouring two generous shots. He knew me better than I knew myself.

"She got to you, didn't she?" Dimitri asked, his deep voice breaking the silence. "The girl from the club."

I took a sip of vodka, the liquid burning my throat. "Surprisingly, yes. She has something different. A spark."

Dimitri chuckled. "Be careful, Viktor. Sparks can start fires."

"I know how to handle fires, Dimitri. I'm an expert at it." But deep down, I knew Lara was a different kind of fire. One that threatened to consume me entirely.

I'd always been a man of numbers, of strategies, of calculated decisions. Emotion was a luxury I couldn't afford. Coldness was my armor, calculation, my sword. I acted like a predator, observing the prey, analyzing its weaknesses, then striking with precision. There was no room for sentimentality in my world.

Mercy was a weakness, a breach that could be exploited by enemies. So I kept it locked away, buried under layers of ice and indifference. It was the only way to survive. The only way to lead. The only way to maintain control.

But Lara... Lara was an equation I couldn't solve. A riddle that challenged me at every turn. A dangerous distraction, threatening to break down the barriers I'd worked so hard to build.

The image of Lara assaulted my mind: the defiant glint in her eyes, the hesitant smile, the way she moved, as if she knew exactly the power she held.

The Mafia world was full of gold diggers, willing to do anything for power and money. Lara, however, seemed immune to these charms. She looked me in the eyes, not at my last name. I saw in her an intensity that mirrored my own.

"She's different," I thought, taking another sip of vodka. "Dangerously different."

Dimitri placed the vodka bottle on the table, his gaze fixed on mine. "Loyalty is everything, Viktor. You know that. Especially in the Mafia."

"I know," I replied, my voice grave. "Loyalty is the cornerstone of our world. Without it, everything crumbles."

But loyalty was a double-edged sword. To whom did I owe loyalty? To my family? To my father? Or to this sudden attraction to a stranger who stormed into my life like a hurricane?

In the Mafia, loyalty was tested at every moment. A misplaced word, an ambiguous look, and trust evaporated like smoke. Betrayals were constant, alliances volatile. It was a dangerous game where life was the main currency.

I remembered Nikolai, my godfather, murdered from behind by a man he considered a brother. I remembered Sergei, my cousin, exiled for falling in love with the wrong woman. The Mafia didn't forgive. The Mafia didn't forget.

Past betrayals had taught me to distrust everyone, to keep my guard up, not to get attached to anyone. Pain was a poison that corroded the soul, turning a man into an empty shell. So, I had shielded myself against it.

"Never trust anyone, Viktor," my father always said. "Not even yourself."

Resentment was a ghost that haunted me, a constant reminder of losses, injustices, stolen opportunities. Loneliness was my faithful companion, the shadow that followed me everywhere.

I lived in a world of appearances, surrounded by people who flattered me, but who, deep down, envied or feared me. There was no one I could open up to, no one I could confide my secrets in.

"You're a lone wolf, Viktor," Dimitri used to say. "And lone wolves don't need anyone."

I picked up my cell phone, dialing a number etched in my memory. A deep voice answered on the other end.

"I want information on Lara, a girl I met at Luxury last night," I said without preamble. "Full name, address, history. I want everything."

"Understood," the voice replied, without question. "I'll be in touch soon."

I hung up, feeling a knot in my stomach. I was crossing the line. I was exposing myself to danger. But curiosity was stronger than fear.

"Any problem, Viktor?" Dimitri's voice pulled me from my thoughts.

"Nothing you need to worry about," I replied, trying to sound indifferent. "Just business."

"Business involving a pretty girl?" Dimitri asked with a sly smile.

"Mind your own business, Dimitri." The tone of my voice was a warning.

"I'm just worried about you, Viktor. I don't want to see you make a mistake."

"I've made enough mistakes. I don't need another one."

The idea of pursuing Lara intrigued me. I wanted to know more about her, about her dreams, her fears, her secrets. I wanted to understand what made her so different.

But I also knew it was a bad idea. Getting involved with a woman who wasn't part of my world was risky, for both of us. I could put her in danger. I could put myself in danger.

"But what if it's worth it?" I thought, looking at a picture of Lara I'd taken on my phone.

"You can't have both, Viktor," my conscience warned. "Choose a side. Either the Mafia, or Lara."

But I didn't want to choose. I wanted both. I wanted the power and security the Mafia provided, and the peace and happiness Lara promised. Was it possible?

For a brief moment, I allowed myself to be vulnerable. I let the mask fall, revealing the man behind the monster. A tired man, lonely, desperate for love and acceptance.

"I just want to be happy," I whispered, the words escaping my lips like a secret. "Is that too much to ask?"

Dimitri stared at me, his gaze filled with compassion. He knew my pain, my traumas, my scars. He was the only one who truly knew me.

"You deserve to be happy, Viktor," he said softly. "But happiness comes at a price."

The Mafia demanded sacrifices. It demanded absolute loyalty, blind obedience, and the renunciation of any form of personal happiness. It was a pact with the devil, a contract signed in blood.
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