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Chapter 1: Mikhaïl

[image: ]




The wedding of the eldest Vassilev, Sacha, was supposed to be “the event of the year.” Of course, all the upper crust of the milieu had gathered there — rival families with forced smiles, associates with full pockets and empty hearts, elders who still believe themselves indispensable, and those newcomers who hope their mere presence will be enough to get them noticed. Not to mention the hypocrites in their tailored suits, their flashy rings and overly loud laughter, as if they could buy sincerity with overpriced vodka. It looked like a movie scene... if the director had a particularly cruel sense of irony.

It seems that the Vassilev son, poor Sacha — incapable of succeeding at anything, not even keeping a respectable role within the Bratva — has finally decided to “settle down.”

Only, as for me, if I am here today, it is neither for the social niceties nor for the overpriced champagne flutes. No, I am here because the Vassilev patriarch dares to tread on my turf. And not just a little. My territory is sacred. And lately, there have been too many missteps. Far too many.

I find Nikolai near the bar, my right-hand man — the only one in this damned jungle I can place even a shred of trust in.

— Are you really going to talk to him during his son’s wedding? he asks, disbelief written across his face. You know there’s a time for work and a time for fun, brat (brother).

I clench my jaw, my gaze fixed on the silhouette of old Vassilev a few tables away.

— Work comes before everything. Our interests come before everything, Nikolai, and you know it. And I think I’ve waited long enough. I could have sent him a very clear message a week ago. You’re the one insisting I follow the diplomatic approach.

— Since when do you listen to me? he jokes, a smirk tugging at his lips.

— Shut up.

He laughs — that nervous, mocking laugh of his that always makes me want to slap him — though he pulls himself together quickly, lucky for him.

— Just admit it: it’s the angelic face of the little sister that made you change your mind. Ever since the day you ran into her in her father’s company halls, you haven’t been able to get her out of your head. Go on, admit it.

— Shut up, Nikolai. You’re getting on my nerves.

He bursts out laughing, this time far more openly.

— Her father still hasn’t found anyone willing to take her... She must be twenty-four by now, isn’t she?

And as if to illustrate his words, she’s there, just a few metres away.

Her silhouette seems to steal the light itself, and the ivory satin dress — thin, fluid — traces every curve without ever containing her. Her long chestnut hair falls in soft waves over her bare shoulders, while her green-grey eyes shine with both mystery and defiance. She laughs, a sound soft yet cutting, a genuine smile on her lips as she holds a glass of champagne, making the two other girls beside her look pale and forgettable. Her long, slender legs cross with deliberate slowness, and every gesture, every movement seems to say: look at me, but only if you dare.

She is a provocation in her own right; a presence that dominates effortlessly, all while leaving an indelible trace in the air.

A man approaches her. Lev Malenko. I know him. A useless nobody from an insignificant branch of the Bratva, at the very bottom of the ladder. He has built nothing himself. He has no power, no respect, and even less of what one might call honour — only a name he tarnishes every time he opens his mouth. Behind his well-tailored suits, there is nothing but emptiness. And yet he always manages to crawl into places he should never set foot in.

He slides his hand across the bare back of the Vassilev princess.

Something twists inside me at once. It isn’t jealousy. No. Rather a brutal, irrational instinct of possession that burns in my gut.

— She has everything, Nikolai remarks bluntly. What could you possibly give her that she doesn’t already have?

I take a sip, my eyes still on her.

— My dick.

Nikolai nearly chokes. He snorts, tries to contain himself, then turns his back to me, laughing. He knows I’m serious.

And I keep watching the little princess.

She doesn’t look at him right away.

Lev keeps his hand on her bare back as if he had any right to it. A light gesture, almost insignificant in the eyes of others. But I can read that language: what he is asserting, and what she is refusing.

Ange finally turns toward him. Slowly. Her green-grey gaze is calm, almost gentle, yet I see the glint of steel behind the polished glass. She murmurs a few words, a polite smile stretching her lips. Too polite. I cannot hear her, but I don’t need to: she puts him back in his place without raising her voice.

She never makes a scene. She doesn’t need to shout to draw blood.

Lev stammers something, pretending to be amused, and withdraws his hand, burned by an invisible flame.

Then she rises.

A fluid, precise movement. The dress slides over her skin like a wave of satin. Her long, slender legs carry her with that same cold, sovereign grace possessed by women who know they are being watched — and who have no need to acknowledge it.

Then she walks away.

Without a word, without looking back, as if Lev had never existed.

And I stay there, following her with my eyes, unable to think of anything except the gentle sway of her hips, the way she holds her head, and that quiet fire she always keeps under control.

— You’re about to explode, brother, Nikolai mutters as he comes back to me, I can see it on your face. You won’t last much longer, forget it.

I don’t answer.

Because he’s right.

And because I don’t yet know whether it’s her... or her father... that I’ll deal with first tonight.

She moves across the room, indifferent to everything, yet I see it. That tiny twitch in her neck, that way her fingers tighten around her champagne glass. Lev unsettled her. She kept her composure, of course — a Vassilev does not bend in public — yet it clearly irritated her.

I follow her with my eyes until the moment she turns into a side corridor, away from the noise of the reception hall. A quiet place. Or perhaps a trap. I don’t hesitate.

Nikolai rolls his eyes.

— Where are you going?

— To deal with the real problem.

— You mean the father, or the daughter?

I move through the crowd, avoiding gazes, handshakes, fake smiles. And I find her again. In that corridor with white marble walls and warm lights, she’s there, alone. One hand on the golden railing, the other still holding her half-empty glass.

She hears me coming and turns.

Our eyes clash like two blades drawn too quickly from their sheaths.

She stares at me — cold, proud, and yet utterly exquisite.

I stop two metres from her.

— Are you following me, Mikhaïl? she asks in a calm, emotionless voice.

— You think everything revolves around you, princess?

She smiles. A slow, dangerous smile. The kind one wears right before crushing someone.

— No. Don’t worry, your ego already fills the room. We could almost give it its own official orbit.

— Do you have to work hard to be this irritating or is it natural?

— And you? Still an idiot, or is it just genetic?

God... I want to kiss her and choke on her words at the same time.

Then she takes a step closer. She barely reaches my height, yet she keeps looking down at me, and I would swear I’m nothing but a pawn on her chessboard.

— Listen carefully, she murmurs, her tone low, precise, I know who you are. I know what you do. So save your little power games for the old men in ties. I don’t play with dogs.

— Good. I don’t play with caged princesses who think they’re lionesses.

Our eyes lock again, one second longer than they should — just enough to make the air heavy.

She brushes past me to leave, only I catch her just enough to make her turn back. Then I look her straight in the eyes.

— You can act all high and mighty, princess, but I know Lev disgusted you. I saw it. You don’t want this world, yet you’re part of it. Just like me.

— You’re wrong, Mikhaïl, she breathes. I am nothing like you.

She slips out of my grasp gently, with a dangerous calm, then walks away.

She hates me.

And I think it only makes me more addicted.

The hall downstairs is full. The orchestra is playing old waltzes while alliances are signed in the shadow of smiling faces. But I am climbing the stairs. I’m not here to toast the family — I’m here to restore order in my business.

I push open the door to the private lounge.

Piotr Vassilev is alone, as always before his speeches. His back is turned, facing the garden, a glass in hand.

— Mikhaïl, he says without turning around. So it’s that urgent?

I close the door behind me and step forward.

— Three of your men were seen on the Red Hook docks last week. Two others tried to move freight through Jersey without warning me. Are you provoking me, or is your memory failing?

He takes a slow sip before finally deciding to turn. His eyes are calm — a little too calm for my taste.

— You speak as if New York belonged to you. As if you had been born with the keys to the port in your hand. Only remember this, Mikhaïl... You are nothing but a bastard son of this city. And the Bratva raised you above the gutter.

I move closer. Cold. Controlled.

— The Bratva taught me how to take. And now you pretend to be surprised that I protect what’s mine.

— What you call yours is nothing but a loan granted by the Bratva — a loan it should have taken back long ago.

I smile, without warmth.

— Then come and take it back. But not by sending your lackeys with walkie-talkies and gold chains. You want a war, Piotr? Come ask for it face to face, with real men.

A heavy silence settles between us.

Piotr sets his glass down slowly, then steps forward in turn, until only a few centimetres separate us.

— You make too much noise, Mikhaïl. You think power is terror. I am the silence in which empires are built.

— And I am the blade that cuts without warning.

Our gazes lock and hold, while the wind howls outside.

Then I turn on my heel, not waiting for an answer. He knows. He has understood.

Next time we speak, there will be blood on the floor.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Ange
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Mikhaïl is tall, massive, built like a warrior who fell from the sky. Broad shoulders, arms like steel chains, hands made for wielding violence. His hair is dark, always immaculate, and his eyes...

Fuck, his eyes.

Blue.

But not the soft blue they paint on nursery walls. No. The icy blue of winter nights, the kind that cuts the skin, the kind that says “I’ll break you, and you’ll love every second of it.”

He has the gaze of a man who has seen too many deaths to remember the first. And yet...

That’s not what draws me in.

Not his beauty. Not his aura. Not his noir-novel face.

What truly draws me in — what I refuse to admit — is that animal shiver that runs through me each time his skin brushes mine, even by accident. It isn’t love. It isn’t even desire in the usual sense. It’s something lower, more visceral, and dangerously potent.

My pussy remembers for me.

It throbs. It beats. It screams, even silently, every time his scent grazes my nostrils, every time he’s too close and I pretend I don’t see him.

It’s feral, primal, utterly irrational.

Like a heat in my lower belly rising into fever, gripping my nerves, my hips, my throat. It drives me insane. It makes me weak.

And I hate it.

Because that bastard knows it, feels it, sees it — and plays with it.

He could have everything: my name, my body.

But he doesn’t want just that. What interests him is my surrender.

And I... I fight to resist.

Not for him.

For me, for my pride, and my fucking ego.

But the day I falter... I will belong to him. Body, nerves, and fire.

My father forbids me to go near him. His name has never crossed his lips, as if speaking it could summon misfortune itself. Yet I have no doubt what he thinks:

Mikhaïl Mirov isn’t just a danger. He is a threat — a shadow ready to devour everything.

Not only for what he could do to our business, but for what he could do to me and to our family.

At every event where we have to be in the same room — weddings, funerals, mafia galas disguised as fundraisers — there are always eyes on me.

A guard. An aunt. Sometimes even my older brother.

Not to protect me.

But to stop me from speaking to him too long. From getting close.

From looking at him the way I want to look at him.

And I play my role.

I smile. I stand tall. I bury as deep as I can that damned pull I feel toward him.

Because I’m a Vassilev daughter, the one they showcase like a spotless window at the top of a filthy empire.

But inside, I’m screaming.

Because it takes only one look from Mikhaïl for everything to crack.

He barely speaks to me — sometimes a single slipped word, a smile far too slow. And my stomach twists with impatience.

Ah, yes, because it’s so entertaining to play with fire, especially when you know he could turn you to ashes in a heartbeat.

But what no one understands is that I don’t want to be saved from him. No thank you, I’m not looking to be protected.

I want to burn with him.

Even if my name, my blood, and my father forbid it.

Even if I know that with the slightest touch, there will be no going back. And honestly... good. Right?

He comes out of the private lounge. His face hard, features locked, his walk as precise and tense as ever. He’s just spoken with my father, and that alone is enough to know nothing good came out of that room.

I stay there, straight, still, slightly aside in the hallway — close enough to be seen, far enough not to be accused of eavesdropping. A perfectly mastered posture, one of those reflexes you learn early when you carry the name Vassilev.

Only... he doesn’t look at me.

Not even a glance, not a twitch of an eyelid.

Nothing.

He walks on. And I pretend it doesn’t bother me.

I know him. He’s cautious, cold, perfectly trained to let nothing slip. And yet, deep down, I would’ve wanted him to forget all that, just for a second. To drop that locked mask. To see me. To prove I’m not invisible.

Ridiculous, isn’t it?

Yeah, I know. I’m perfectly aware of what he is. And especially of what he has no right to be for me.

He’s dangerous. My father has repeated it dozens of times, with that tone that hits like a fact carved in stone. “Not for you. Never.”

Obviously. As if I needed a reminder.

And he’s right, in a way. This isn’t one of those soft romance stories whispered behind closed doors. Oh no. Here, everything is strategy, power, and a whole lot of calculation. One mistake, one step too close, one gesture misread... and it’s not a heart you break — it’s a war you start.

So no, I’m not supposed to look at him.

I’m not supposed to think about him.

And even less supposed to hope for anything.

Because yes, dreaming about him would be suicidal.

But of course, that’s exactly what I do.

And it would be easier if he wasn’t so indifferent.

If he’d thrown me even a flicker of a look, a hint of hesitation. Just enough for me to think I’m not the only one feeling that burning tension every time he’s near.

He didn’t.

He left.

He ignored me, perfectly, like you ignore a closed door.

I straighten up a little, steady my breath, and do what I’ve done best since birth: I bury it all deep, and I become Ange Vassilev again.

The good girl, untouchable and unreachable.

Even for him.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Mikhaïl
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The door slams behind me. The rain has eased, yet the tension in the air clings to my shoulders like a weight that cannot be set down.

I get into the back of the car, and Nikolai follows before closing the door without a word. The engine purrs immediately, then the car moves, and we drive.

I don’t speak right away. I replay every word from Vassilev in my mind, every restrained sigh, every gaze he refused to lower. He still thinks he holds this city in his hands. He doesn’t see that the foundations are already cracked.

— He won’t bend, Nikolai says beside me. Not until we make him.

I answer without taking my eyes off the window.

— He will bend. He’ll understand. I let him believe he still rules. I leave him his title, his reputation, his puppets. Only the streets no longer belong to him. They belong to us. Block by block, dock by dock, we take back what is rightfully ours. Red Hook first. Lock it all down. Put Maksim on surveillance and Axel on the docks. I want no movement to escape us.

Nikolai nods. He knows. He thinks like me. We don’t have the luxury of hesitation.

— The Serbs?

— We tell them yes. But we delay the delivery as long as Vassilev remains unpredictable. We go through the Albanians; let them act as relays. I want us to stay blurry, so no link exposes us.

I lean back against the seat. My jaw is tight, and I feel that familiar sensation: the brink of a decisive move. The kind of moment where a single mistake is unforgivable.

— And the girl?

I finally turn my eyes to Nikolai. Just for a second, without anger, without threat. Yet he understands. This is a line he must not cross.

— She’s not part of the plan.

— But she could...

— She’s not part of the fucking plan, Kolia.

Because you don’t build an empire on a weakness. Because you can’t stare at the king’s daughter when you’re about to take his crown.

I look outside again. The city lights pass by — slow, yellow, a little blurred.

— You’ll never fuck her if you keep declaring war on her father.

— Oh yeah? You wanna bet?

Nikolai smirks, confident.

— Honestly, I wouldn’t dare. Betting against you is like playing with a live grenade.

— You say that because I’m capable. Because I always get what I want, what I desire.

A flicker of amusement crosses his eyes.

— Yeah, that counts too. So, how do you plan on going about it?

He crosses his arms, waiting for an answer.

— I have a plan. But not tonight, Kolia. Tonight, I just need a drink and to think about something else.

— Then we drift toward the club?

— No. I want to go home.

Nikolai raises an eyebrow, surprised.

— Not very fun. Don’t you want a little help from the marvelous Sofia?

— Strippers are your thing, not mine.

A companionable silence settles in, then Nikolai snorts with laughter, shaking his head.

— Fine, alright, but tomorrow, you’ll tell me about this so-called plan.

— Count on it, I say sarcastically. By the way, the day after tomorrow I’m not free all day, so don’t even think about annoying me with your calls.

Nikolai narrows his eyes, curious.

— Oh yeah? And what’s your excuse this time?

— A horseback riding session.

Nikolai bursts out laughing, shaking his head.

— Of course... I see you’ve got your cover story down.

— Why, did you suspect? I say, amused.

**********
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On the big day, I arrive at the riding center — a vast, organized place where the buzz of an imminent competition hums in every corner. The air is thick with the sweet smell of hay mixed with leather, a familiar scent that always catches me off guard. Freshly painted wooden barriers, carefully arranged obstacles — everything is in place.

I head toward the lockers, keeping a low profile. I’ve opted for a black leather jacket, fitted to my broad shoulders, worn dark jeans, and sturdy boots. An unbuttoned white shirt at the collar completes the look — casual, with not a trace of flash.

Through the large windows of the main arena, I spot her immediately: Ange, mounted, fully focused on her horse. She’s wearing a fitted riding jacket that hugs her slim waist, black riding pants that trace her long legs, and tall, polished leather boots. Her posture is flawless, her gaze locked on the course she’s training to master, her hands deft on the reins.

She moves with a grace and precision that takes my breath away, the waves of her light chestnut hair brushing her neck with every step of the horse. I linger for a moment behind a beam, hidden, both admiring and tense.

I then walk along the inner courtyard, my horse moving calmly across the still-cool morning ground. The air is crisp, carrying the scent of wet earth and freshly cut hay.

Eventually, she notices me. Her green-grey eyes land on me, and I swear I almost feel a shiver pass through her. The tension in her shoulders betrays her, as does the tight grip on the reins.

She quickens her pace, visibly unsettled, but the horse hesitates before an obstacle she would have cleared effortlessly minutes before. Her hand trembles slightly, making the jump poorly timed. The bar falls with a sharp crack, shattering the morning calm.

Ange grits her teeth, frustrated. She can’t stand mistakes — not when she knows it’s because of my mere presence. She avoids my gaze, yet I know she’s fighting this mix of irritation and apprehension.

She executes a tight half-turn, her horse quivering under the energy she radiates. She comes straight toward me, jaw set, eyes hard, and I would have sworn she dreams of tearing me apart on the spot.

I watch her, impassive, though inside I’m boiling. She’s beautiful, wild, and fuck, she makes me pulse like no one else.

— What the hell are you doing here?

Her voice is a blade — sharp, cold.

— Morning, Ange. I came to train... a little like you, princess.

I answer with a crooked, provocative smile.

She snorts, a dry, bitter sound.

— Train, my ass.

I arch a brow, amused.

— I didn’t know your vocabulary was that colorful. Is that new?

She locks her eyes on mine, burning.

— You know nothing about me.

I lean in slightly, a feral smile stretching across my lips.

— Don’t I? I know every mess in your head, every desire you hide behind that ice armor. I know you hate losing control, that you tremble when I’m here.

Her breath hitches, her jaw tightening even more, yet she doesn’t look away.

— Really?

— Really.

There’s a war in her gaze, but also the truth she refuses to admit. That thing she tries to bury under her pride, the one that blazes in her eyes every time they meet mine.

— I’ve been running into you a little too much lately, Mikhaïl, she says, her voice taut but controlled, like a cord pulled to its breaking point.

I smile slowly, with that dangerous calm she hates almost as much as she wants it.

— I hope it’s not keeping you up at night, princess, I murmur, insolent, before shooting her a mocking wink.

Then I press my heels into my horse’s flanks and launch into a gallop, away from her, my heart pounding and that delicious feeling of having thrown her off balance again.
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