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Chapter 1
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The piano keys were cold beneath Elena’s fingers, the ivory smooth as a blade. The stage lights burned too bright, carving her silhouette into the darkness beyond, where shadows swallowed the velvet-curtained walls of the concert hall. Her breath was steady, her pulse a quiet, disciplined rhythm–the only outward sign of control she had left. She didn’t need to look to know they were there. The Bratva enforcers stood motionless at the edges of the room, their presence a slow, creeping dread that slithered between the notes of Chopin’s Nocturne in C-sharp minor. Their wool coats carried the scent of gunpowder, faint but unmistakable–like the memory of a wound. Elena’s fingers moved with mechanical precision. The music was supposed to be tender, aching–but tonight, it was a performance of survival. Every note had to be perfect. Every pause had to be deliberate. One wrong move, and the fragile illusion of safety would shatter. A sharp click cut through the melody. The sound was barely audible, but her fingers faltered for half a second before she recovered, pressing into the next chord. Safety off. A gun, readied. Her stomach tightened, but she didn’t stop playing. In the front row, a man in a tailored suit watched her with an intensity that wasn’t meant for the music. Nikolai Voronin. His gaze burned like a brand, tracking the movement of her hands, the curve of her neck as she bent over the keys. She knew that look. It wasn’t admiration. It was calculation. The nocturne swelled, its melancholic beauty twisting into something darker under her fingers–something that matched the tension coiling in her chest. She played the final notes with deliberate slowness, letting the silence stretch before lifting her hands. Applause erupted, polite and hollow. Elena stood, her smile practiced, her bow shallow. The enforcers hadn’t moved. Voronin hadn’t clapped. The stage lights dimmed, plunging her into shadows as she turned to leave. A hand closed around her wrist, warm and unyielding. 

»You play like someone who doesn’t believe in second chances,« Voronin murmured. His voice was rough, edged with something that wasn’t quite amusement. Elena didn’t pull away. She met his eyes, her pulse a frantic thing beneath her skin. 

»Then I play the truth,« she said softly. His thumb brushed over the inside of her wrist, a mockery of tenderness. 

»Truth is dangerous, little pianist.«

She exhaled, slow. 

»So are the men who listen too closely.«

His grip tightened–just enough to remind her that she was already caught. And the game began.

The private opera box was a gilded cage, all dark wood and crimson velvet, the air thick with the scent of cigar smoke and expensive cologne. Nikolai Voronin leaned forward, his forearms braced against the railing, leather gloves creaking as his fingers tightened around the opera glasses. The lenses sharpened the distance between him and the stage, narrowing his world to the woman at the piano–her fingers moving with lethal precision, her body a controlled line of tension beneath the shimmer of her dress. Elena. Even from here, he could see the way her pulse fluttered at her throat. Not fear. No, fear was too simple. This was something sharper, something calculated. A hunter recognizing the presence of other predators in the dark. Behind him, Anton shifted. 

»Boss. The Petrov men–three of them. Left balcony.«

Nikolai didn’t turn. He already knew. Had clocked them the moment they slunk into the hall, their heavy wool coats and too-casual stances marking them as Bratva muscle before they’d even taken their seats. 

»I see them.«

His voice was low, a rumble of warning. Anton hesitated, then pressed. 

»We should move. They’re stalking her like she’s already theirs.«

A muscle ticked in Nikolai’s jaw. He exhaled through his nose, slow, deliberate, the way a man did when he was deciding how much blood to spill. The Petrov brothers had grown bold lately, sniffing around his territory like stray dogs. And now they thought they could take something from under his nose. His attention snapped back to the stage just as Elena’s fingers hesitated–just for a fraction of a second–before resuming. The faintest hitch, imperceptible unless you were looking for it. Unless you were trained to notice the exact moment someone realized they were being hunted. Nikolai’s mouth curled. He’d expected fear. Panic, even. But this? This was better. The way her chin lifted, just slightly, the way she played the next note with deliberate defiance–like she was daring the shadows to come for her. 

»She knows they’re there,« he murmured. Anton frowned. 

»Should we–« »No.«

Nikolai cut him off with a flick of his fingers. 

»Let her play.«

Because this was more than just a performance now. It was a test. The nocturne swelled, mournful and aching, but there was something beneath it–something furious. Elena’s fingers pressed into the keys like she wanted to break them. Like she was carving her rage into the music itself. Nikolai’s chest tightened. He’d heard her play before. Always polished. Always perfect. But tonight, there was a rawness to it. A recklessness that made his blood hum. The final note lingered, trembling in the air before fading into silence. Applause rose, hollow and obligatory. Elena stood, her smile a practiced curve of her lips as she dipped into a shallow bow. She didn’t look at the Bratva men. Didn’t look at Nikolai. She already knew they were there. The stage lights dimmed, swallowing her in shadow as she turned to leave. Then–movement. One of the Petrov men shifted, stepping into the aisle. A threat. A promise. Nikolai was on his feet before he realized he’d moved. Anton grabbed his arm. 

»Boss–« He shook him off, already striding toward the door. Elena wasn’t running. And that meant she was either very brave–or very stupid. Either way, he intended to find out.

The backstage corridor was dim, the air thick with the scent of dust and rosin. Elena moved swiftly, her fingers still humming with the echo of the keys. She didn’t glance behind her. She didn’t need to. The weight of their gazes–both the Bratva dogs and the man who had watched her with the stillness of a predator–pressed against her back like a physical touch. She reached her dressing room, the door slightly ajar. The faintest creak of hinges should have been lost beneath the distant murmur of the emptying concert hall, but instead, it sounded deafening in the quiet. Her breath hitched–just once–before she forced it steady. Then, the scent hit her. Gunpowder. Wool. The sharp, cold bite of winter still clinging to his coat. Her fingers tightened around the edge of the doorframe. She didn’t turn. 

»You play like a woman who knows death is waiting for her.«

The voice was low, rough velvet over steel. Elena exhaled through her nose, slow, measured. 

»And you watch like a man who thinks he’s the one who decides when it comes.«

Behind her, Nikolai Voronin laughed–a dark, quiet sound, more threat than amusement. She turned then. He stood too close. Of course he did. Men like him never respected distance unless they were the ones enforcing it. His coat was unbuttoned, revealing the hint of a tailored suit beneath, the glint of a weapon’s holster just visible. His face was all sharp angles, his eyes the color of a winter sky moments before a storm. She didn’t step back. His gaze flickered over her, assessing, lingering on the pulse fluttering in her throat before meeting her eyes again. 

»You didn’t run.«

»Would it have mattered if I did?«

His lips curved, slow, deliberate. 

»No.«

She held his stare. 

»Then why waste the energy?«

His fingers twitched at his side, the only sign of irritation–or maybe interest. 

»The Petrovs think they own you.«

»Do they?«

His smile turned lethal. 

»They will by morning. Either in their bed or in the ground.«

She should have flinched. Should have let her breath stutter or her hands tremble. But Elena had spent years learning how to control every microexpression, every involuntary tell. So she tilted her head. 

»And you? What do you think?«

He reached out then, dragging the back of his knuckles along her cheek. The touch was casual, almost idle, but his grip firmed when she didn’t pull away. 

»I think,« he murmured, »you knew exactly who was watching tonight. And I think you played for me.«

Her lips parted–not in shock, but in challenge. 

»And if I did?«

His fingers slid into her hair, tightening just enough to arch her neck back. 

»Then you’re either very brave,« he said, his breath warm against her mouth, »or you’ve already decided which monster you want to claim you.«

She didn’t answer. And that, more than anything, told him everything he needed to know.

The dressing room air thickened, pressing against Elena’s skin like a warning. Nikolai’s grip in her hair didn’t loosen. If anything, it tightened–just a fraction–enough to make her scalp prickle, to remind her whose control she was in. His gaze swept her face, lingering on the defiant tilt of her chin, the unflinching stillness of her body. 

»You’re coming with me.«

It wasn’t an invitation. She exhaled, slow and deliberate, the scent of him–gunpowder, cold winter, something darker beneath–filling her lungs. 

»And if I refuse?«

His thumb stroked the fragile skin beneath her jaw, a mockery of tenderness. 

»You won’t.«

A beat of silence. The distant hum of the emptying concert hall was a world away. Elena didn’t move. Nikolai’s mouth twitched, something dangerous flickering in his storm-gray eyes. He released her hair, stepping back just enough to reach into his coat. She didn’t flinch when his fingers emerged with a cigarette, didn’t react when he lit it with a flick of his wrist. The ember glowed, casting a brief, hellish light across his sharp features. He took a slow drag, exhaled smoke through his nose, then pressed the burning tip to the polished mahogany of her piano bench. The wood hissed, darkening beneath the heat, the scent of scorched varnish curling into the air. Elena didn’t look at it. She kept her eyes on him. A test. Would she gasp? Cry out? Would she finally show him fear? She tilted her head, studying the way the smoke curled between them. 

»You’ll ruin the finish,« she murmured. Nikolai’s lips curved. Not a smile–something sharper, hungrier. He ground the cigarette down, twisting it until the wood blackened like a wound. 

»Consider it a reminder,« he said, voice low, rough with something that wasn’t quite anger. 

»Of what happens when you hesitate.«

Her pulse fluttered at her throat. Nikolai’s gaze dropped to it, lingering. For the first time, she wondered if he could hear it. 

»You think I’m hesitating?«

she asked. His fingers twitched, like he wanted to reach for her again. 

»I think,« he said slowly, »you’re deciding whether to bite the hand that’s offering to feed you.«

She resisted the urge to laugh. Offering. As if this were a choice. 

»And if I do?«

He stepped into her space again, his body a wall of heat and restrained violence. 

»Then I’ll enjoy teaching you manners.«

Elena didn’t back down. She let her shoulder brush his coat, let her breath hitch–just slightly–when his fingers traced the line of her collarbone. 

»Is that a promise?«

For a second, something unreadable flickered in his eyes. Something that almost looked like surprise. Then it was gone. Nikolai caught her wrist, his grip firm enough that she felt the press of his fingertips against her veins. 

»Pack your things,« he said, voice low, final. 

»You have five minutes.«

She didn’t argue. But as she turned toward the vanity, Nikolai’s voice stopped her. 

»Leave the razor blades behind.«

A pause. A heartbeat too long. Elena glanced back at him. He was watching her, expression unreadable, the ruined piano bench smoldering between them. 

»I don’t know what you mean,« she said softly. Nikolai smiled–slow, knowing. 

»Yes, you do.«

Elena held his gaze a moment longer. Then she turned, leaving the razor blades–delicate, lethal–on the edge of the sink where he’d seen them. And just like that, the game changed.

The two men flanking the door were silent, their faces carved from stone. Elena didn’t look at them as she passed, her steps steady, deliberate. The air smelled of rain and exhaust, the night pressing damp against her skin. A black Mercedes idled at the curb, its windows tinted so dark they swallowed the streetlights. She could feel Nikolai behind her–not touching, not yet–but close enough that the heat of him seared through the thin silk of her blouse. His presence was a live wire, humming with restrained command. And so she hummed back. A fragment of Bach’s Cello Suite No. 1, low and aching, slipped past her lips before she could think better of it. It was a habit, a tic, something she did when her hands itched for a piano that wasn’t there. But here, now, it was defiance. Nikolai’s fingers flexed. His signet ring caught the dim glow of the overhead light as he turned it slowly–one full rotation–against his thumb. 

»Stop noise,« he said, voice a blade wrapped in velvet. Elena let the melody dissolve into the night air but didn’t answer. The car door swung open, the leather interior exhaling a whisper of expensive cologne and gun oil. She hesitated–just a breath–before sliding in. The men didn’t touch her, but their silence was a cage all its own. Nikolai followed, his body folding into the seat beside her with predatory ease. The door shut with a muted thud. The car pulled away from the curb, the city bleeding into streaks of light through the glass. Elena kept her hands folded in her lap, fingers laced tight enough to bruise. She didn’t look at him. Nikolai shifted, the weight of his attention settling over her like a hand at her throat. 

»You think this is game,« he murmured, not a question. She turned her face toward the window. 

»I think games have rules.«

A low chuckle. His knee brushed hers, deliberate. 

»Rules are for men who don’t know how to win. 

» Elena exhaled slowly, watching her reflection warp in the glass. 

»And you always win. 

» His fingers caught her chin, tilting her face toward him. The touch wasn’t rough, but it wasn’t gentle either–a claim, not a request. 

»Da,« he agreed, thumb grazing the corner of her mouth. 

»But you knew that when you took my money. 

» Her pulse jumped. His eyes tracked it, dark and hungry. 

»You were watching me,« she said softly. Another slow twist of his ring. 

»Always. 

» The admission should have chilled her. Instead, something hot and reckless coiled in her stomach. She leaned into his touch, just enough to see his pupils dilate. 

»Then you already know,« she whispered, »I don’t lose either. 

» Silence. The car swallowed the distance between her old life and whatever came next. Nikolai smiled. End of .
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The armored car devoured the road, its engine a muted growl beneath the strained quiet. Elena counted the seconds between Nikolai’s breaths–too controlled, too measured. He wanted her to notice. Wanted her to know he was holding back. She hummed again. Just a fragment, the same aching progression from Bach. Deliberate. Off-key. His hand twitched where it rested on his thigh, fingers curling then flattening against the dark fabric of his slacks. Blood lingered beneath his nails, a rust-colored parenthesis on his otherwise immaculate hands. 

»You are testing me,« he said, voice so low it vibrated through the space between them. Elena let her gaze drift to the passing city, the lights smearing like wet paint against the tinted glass. 

»Is it working?«

The leather seat creaked as he shifted, his weight pressing closer. The heat of him was suffocating, the scent of iron and bergamot wrapping around her. His knee pressed into hers, insistent. 

»You want to see what happens when I fail a test?«

His thumb found the pulse at her wrist, pressing down just shy of pain. She didn’t pull away. 

»I already know what happens,« she murmured. His grip tightened. 

»You break things.«

A slow exhale through his nose. His fingers loosened, trailing up the delicate bones of her hand like he was memorizing the shape of her. 

»Only the things that don’t matter.«

His voice was a razor dragged over silk. Elena turned her palm up, letting his fingers trace the lines there. A dare. 

»And if I matter?«

The car hit a pothole, jolting them closer. His breath warmed her cheek. 

»Then I’ll break you slower.«

She smiled. The kind that didn’t touch her eyes. Nikolai stilled. For the first time since he’d dragged her into this car, something flickered behind his control–unease. Good. She tilted her head, letting the dim light catch the curve of her throat. His gaze followed, lingering on the rapid flutter of her pulse. 

»You’re used to women who run,« she observed. His jaw tightened. 

»Or cry,« she added. A muscle feathered in his temple. She leaned in, close enough that her next words ghosted over his lips. 

»I’m going to do worse.«

Silence. Then his hand fisted in her hair, wrenching her head back. His mouth hovered a breath from hers. 

»Promise?«

The car slowed, turning into a gated driveway. Elena didn’t blink. 

»Count on it.«

Nikolai’s grin was all teeth. The doors unlocked.

Nikolai didn’t move, his fingers still tangled in her hair, the pressure just shy of pain. Elena arched into it, forcing his grip tighter. A challenge. His nostrils flared, his pulse a steady, controlled rhythm against the inside of her wrist where his thumb still pressed. Outside, gravel crunched underfoot as his men approached the car. The dim glow of the estate’s security lights outlined the sharp angles of his face–shadowed hollows beneath his cheekbones, the faint scar cutting through his brow. His lips parted, but no words came. Just the quiet, controlled exhale of a man who had never been met with defiance that didn’t beg for mercy. Elena smiled. His fingers flexed. 

»You think this is a game.«

His voice was rough, scraped raw from restraint. 

»No,« she corrected, tilting her head just enough to force his knuckles against the seat. 

»I think you do.«

The door behind them opened, the cold night air rushing in. One of his men cleared his throat. 

»Boss.«

Nikolai didn’t look away. His free hand lifted, palm out–wait. The man retreated, the door clicking shut again. The silence between them thickened, charged with the kind of tension that could snap bone. Elena shifted, pressing her knee harder against his. The leather groaned beneath them. 

»You want me to beg?«

she whispered, lips barely moving. His thumb stroked the hinge of her jaw, a mockery of tenderness. 

»I want you to understand.«

»Oh, I do.«

She let her lashes lower, gaze dropping to his mouth. 

»You don’t keep what breaks easy.«

His breath hitched. She leaned in, the tip of her nose brushing his. 

»But I wonder–what happens when you’re the fragile one?«

A beat. Then his fingers tightened brutally, forcing her head back against the seat. His mouth crashed into hers–not a kiss, but a claiming. Teeth against lips, the metallic tang of blood blooming between them. She didn’t fight it. Didn’t whimper. Just let him take, let him burn himself out against her stillness. When he finally pulled away, his lips were slick, his breathing uneven. 

»You’ll find out,« he bit out. The door opened again. This time, he released her, stepping out into the night without looking back. Elena touched her bruised mouth, watching his retreating form through the window. Good. The game was on.

The stolen cufflink dug deeper into her instep as she stepped out of the car, the pain grounding her in the moment. The estate loomed ahead–imposing stone walls, iron-wrought gates, the kind of place that swallowed people whole and left no trace. Nikolai was already halfway up the steps, his shoulders rigid under the black wool of his coat, his men falling into step behind him like shadows. Elena took her time following, letting the cold wind bite at her skin. The gravel shifted underfoot, crunching like shattered glass. She could still taste him–smoke and violence, the lingering copper of her own blood. One of his men–the one who had opened the door–hesitated, glancing back at her. 

»Move faster,« he muttered. She smiled, slow and deliberate. 

»Or what?«

The words carried, sharp enough that Nikolai stopped mid-stride. His shoulders tensed. He didn’t turn. The man beside her stiffened, fingers twitching toward his holster. 

»Boss–« Nikolai lifted a hand. Silence. Elena held her breath. Then He turned, just slightly, just enough for the moonlight to catch the edge of his profile. 

»Let her walk,« he said, voice low. 

»She’ll learn.«

A thrill shot through her. Not fear. Something hotter, darker. She took another step, deliberately slow, letting her hips sway just enough to be insolent. 

»Oh, I’m sure you’ll teach me,« she called after him. His fingers flexed, knuckles white. But he didn’t stop again. The man beside her exhaled sharply. 

»You’ve got a death wish.«

She laughed, soft, under her breath. 

»No. Just a very good patience for games.«

They reached the top of the steps, the massive oak door already swinging open. The interior was exactly what she expected–rich, dark, expensive. Polished wood, heavy drapes, the faint scent of bourbon and leather. And beneath it, something else. Something feral. Like the place had been built to cage something that refused to be tamed. Nikolai disappeared down a hallway without a word. One of his men nudged her forward. 

»You’re with me.«

She considered resisting. Considered digging her heels in just to see what he’d do–how hard he’d push, how much force he’d use. But she’d already made her point. For now. They led her to a room at the end of the hall. Not a cell. Not a prison. A bedroom. A nice one. Silk sheets, a fireplace already crackling, a bottle of wine on the nightstand. She turned, arching a brow. 

»Expecting company?«

The man ignored her, stepping back. 

»Someone will bring you dinner.«

Then he left, locking the door behind him. Elena exhaled, rolling her shoulders. The game was changing. And she was ready to play. She walked to the window, pressing her fingers against the chilled glass. The grounds stretched below–manicured hedges, a maze of shadows. Somewhere out there, Nikolai was watching. Waiting. She smiled. Let him.

The door crashed open before dawn. Elena was already awake, perched on the edge of the bed, fingers tracing the rim of the untouched wineglass. The lock had clicked at 3:17 AM, footsteps too heavy to be cautious passing her door twice. A test. She hadn’t flinched. Now, Nikolai filled the doorway, his silhouette sharp against the dim hall light. The scent of cold air and gunmetal clung to him, his coat damp at the shoulders from the rain outside. His gaze flickered over her–bare feet, the way her borrowed silk robe slipped just slightly off one shoulder–before settling on her face. 

»Up,« he said. She tilted her head. 

»Or?«

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile. A warning. He crossed the room in three strides, fingers closing around her wrist. His skin was freezing. She let him pull her to her feet, close enough to feel his breath ghost over her lips. 

»You want to play stubborn?«

His thumb pressed into her pulse point, hard enough to bruise. 

»Good. I like when prey fights back.«

Elena exhaled a laugh, soft and mocking. 

»Is that what I am? Prey?«

He didn’t answer. Just dragged her toward the door. The underground garage was a cavern of concrete and shadows, the air thick with the stench of chlorine and rust. Water dripped from a cracked pipe overhead, pooling in uneven puddles beneath their feet. Her shoes–satin, impractical–scraped against the rough floor as he hauled her forward. His men flanked them, silent. One of them–the one from last night, the one she’d taunted–watched her with narrowed eyes. 

»Problem?«

she asked, sweet as poison. The man glanced at Nikolai, who didn’t slow. 

»You’ll learn your place,« he muttered. Nikolai’s grip tightened. Not pain. Possession. She dug her heels in. For a second, she thought he might drag her anyway. Then he stopped. Turned. The overhead light cut harsh angles across his face, turning his eyes black. 

»Tell me,« she said, tilting her chin up, »do you always kidnap women in silk pajamas, or am I special?«

His thumb stroked over the inside of her wrist, slow, deliberate. 

»You want special?«

His voice dropped, rough at the edges. 

»I can show you special.«

A shiver ran down her spine. Not fear. Behind them, the man cleared his throat. 

»Boss. Car’s ready.«

Nikolai didn’t move. Just watched her, the way a wolf watches a rabbit before the kill. Then he leaned in, his lips brushing the shell of her ear. 

»Time to see what monsters really are, solnyshko.«

Elena smiled. 

»Oh, Nikolai,« she whispered back. 

»You have no idea what I’ve already seen.«

His fingers flexed. For a heartbeat, she thought he might crack–press her against the wall, prove who owned this game. Instead, he shoved her toward the waiting car. She laughed, low and throaty, as the door slammed shut behind her.

The car smelled of leather and gun oil, the kind of expensive, masculine scent that clung to men like Nikolai. The kind that lingered long after they’d left a room, a bed, a life. Elena pressed her cheek against the cold window, watching the city blur into a smear of neon and rain. Nikolai didn’t speak. His presence was a physical thing–the weight of his silence, the tension in his shoulders, the way his fingers tapped once, twice against his thigh. A rhythm. A countdown. They turned onto an unmarked road, the pavement giving way to gravel, then dirt. The car bounced, jostling her against the door. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she smiled, slow and feline, turning her head just enough to catch his reaction. His jaw tightened. Good. The building loomed ahead–industrial, brutal. No windows. Just steel and concrete, a fortress hidden in the skeletal remains of an old factory. One of his, then. Something personal. The car stopped. Nikolai didn’t wait for his men to open the door. He moved like a storm breaking, grabbing her wrist and pulling her out before she could brace herself. Her bare feet hit the wet ground, gravel biting into her skin. 

»Careful,« she murmured, breath curling in the cold air. 

»Wouldn’t want me to bleed before you’ve had your fun.«

He didn’t answer. Just dragged her forward, his grip iron, relentless. The men flanked them, shadows in the dark. One of them–the same one from before–chuckled under his breath. 

»Hope she’s worth the trouble, boss.«

Nikolai’s fingers dug into her skin. 

»Shut up.«

Elena laughed–soft, mocking. The sound dissolved into the night. The door groaned as he shoved it open, revealing a dim corridor, the air thick with dust and something sharper–bleach, maybe. Blood. The kind of scent that never truly washed away. He pushed her inside, the door slamming shut behind them with a finality that vibrated through her bones. The room was small, claustrophobic. A single bulb flickered overhead, casting jagged shadows against the walls. And then she saw it. A piano key. Splintered ivory, one corner stained dark–rust or blood, she couldn’t tell. It sat atop a wooden crate, discarded, forgotten. Her breath caught. For a second, the room vanished. She was back in that sunlit apartment, the scent of her mother’s perfume thick in the air, the sound of broken keys as her fingers slipped from them for the last time »Elena.«

Nikolai’s voice snapped her back. She blinked. He was watching her, his dark eyes narrowed. Assessing. She forced a smirk. 

»What’s the matter? Not the reaction you were hoping for?«

His thumb brushed over her pulse point, slow, deliberate. Testing. 

»You’re shaking.«

Amusement flickered in her chest. Let him think it was fear. She tilted her head. 

»Cold, darling.«

His nostrils flared. The only tell. For a long moment, they stood there–her with her back against the wall, him crowding her space, his breath warm against her lips. Then »Why did you bring me here?«

she asked finally, her voice low. He didn’t answer. Just reached past her, fingers closing around the broken piano key. He turned it over, once, before holding it up between them. 

»You tell me.«

Her stomach twisted. For the first time, something like uncertainty flickered in his gaze. Not suspicion. Something deeper. Something that made her throat tighten. She reached out, plucking the key from his fingers. 

»Careful, Nikolai,« she murmured, her lips curving. 

»Some ghosts bite back.«

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile. A warning. And in the silence that followed, something shifted between them–something dangerous, electric. Something that felt an awful lot like the beginning of the end.
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Chapter 3
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»You missed a spot.«

His voice was low, rougher than usual. She flicked her gaze to the mirror, meeting his reflection. He filled the doorway, broad shoulders cutting off any thought of escape, his dark suit jacket discarded somewhere between here and the warehouse. His sleeves were rolled up, exposing the heavy veins that traced his forearms, the ink that coiled over his skin like something alive. Elena dipped the washcloth into the water again, watching as it bloomed red once more. 

»I didn’t realize you were so concerned with hygiene.«

A muscle in his jaw flexed. 

»I don’t like messes.«

»No,« she murmured, lifting her wrist, examining the broken skin. 

»You just like making them.«

Silence. Then, the click of his lighter. The acrid scent of tobacco filled the small space, wrapping around the citrus and blood, twisting into something that made her stomach clench. He exhaled, slow, watching her through the haze. She turned the tap off. The sudden silence was louder than any words. 

»You shouldn’t have brought me there,« she said finally. 

»I didn’t have a choice.«

»There’s always a choice.«

His fingers tightened around the cigarette. A tiny ember flared, brighter for a second before fading. 

»Not in my world.«

She laughed then, sharp enough to cut. 

»Your world? Or are you just too much of a coward to admit you wanted me to see?«

His eyes darkened. Not with anger–she knew his anger, had felt the weight of it, the way it could turn the air thick as a storm. No, this was something else. Something that made her breath catch despite herself. 

»Careful,« he warned, voice like gravel. 

»Or what?«

She tilted her head, pulse kicking at the base of her throat. 

»You’ll drag me somewhere else? Break something else?«

Her fingers curled around the edge of the sink. 

»I’m not one of your men, Nikolai. I don’t follow orders.«

He took a step forward. Then another. The cigarette burned between his fingers, forgotten. The heat of him pressed against her back, his breath stirring the hair at her nape. She didn’t move. Didn’t dare. 

»No,« he murmured, lips brushing the shell of her ear. 

»You don’t.«

His hand closed over hers on the sink, fingers threading through hers, pressing down until she felt the cool porcelain bite into her skin. 

»But you don’t run either.«

She swallowed. The scent of him–smoke and leather and something darker–wrapped around her, pulling her under. 

»Why is that, Elena?«

She turned her head, just enough to meet his gaze. His pupils were blown wide, lips parted around the words. He wasn’t lying. He was waiting. For what, she wasn’t sure. For once, she had no clever answer. The cigarette dropped into the sink with a hiss. His free hand gripped her chin, forcing her to hold his stare. 

»You want to know why I brought you there?«

She didn’t blink. 

»Tell me.«

His thumb dragged over her bottom lip. 

»Because I wanted you to understand what happens when people cross me.«

A shiver traced down her spine. 

»And now?«

she whispered. His mouth curved, slow, dangerous. 

»Now you know exactly what I’m capable of.«

The air between them crackled, electric. She should’ve pulled away. Should’ve shoved him back, spat in his face, clawed at his skin until he bled the way she had. Instead, she leaned in. And Nikolai–damn him–smiled.

The silence between them stretched, taut as a wire. Nikolai’s grip on her chin didn’t relent, but his thumb lingered, tracing the seam of her lips with a slow, deliberate pressure that sent heat spilling through her veins. Elena refused to look away, even as her pulse hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. 

»You think this is a game,« he murmured, voice low, rough at the edges. 

»Everything’s a game to men like you,« she shot back. His smile didn’t reach his eyes. 

»Men like me?«

»Powerful. Ruthless.«

Her breath hitched when his fingers tightened imperceptibly. 

»Used to getting what you want.«

»And what do I want, Elena?«

She knew the answer. The weight of his body behind hers, the way his breath warmed her skin–it wasn’t a question. It was a trap. One she couldn’t afford to step into. 

»You tell me,« she whispered. He released her chin, but only to trail his fingers down the column of her throat, following the frantic flutter there. His touch was deceptively light, the way a blade might hover before sinking in. 

»Your uncle,« he said, »has been selling heroin out of his butcher shops.«

The words landed like a punch. Cold realization seeped into her bones. 

»You’re lying.«

Nikolai’s fingers stilled over her pulse. 

»You knew.«

She hadn’t. Not really. There had been whispers, of course–the way her uncle’s men lingered too long in the back rooms, the sudden influx of cash, the hushed arguments between him and her aunt. But knowing and knowing were two different things. 

»He wouldn’t–« »Wouldn’t?«

Nikolai’s laugh was sharp. 

»Or didn’t tell you?«

Elena jerked away, breaking his hold as she turned to face him fully. The kitchen felt too small suddenly, the walls pressing in. 

»Why are you telling me this?«

Nikolai reached into his pocket, pulled out a silver case, and flicked it open. Another cigarette perched between his lips before he lit it, the flame casting shadows across the sharp planes of his face. 

»Because you should know what you’re protecting.«

»I’m not protecting him.«

»No?«

He exhaled smoke, watching her through the haze. 

»Then why are you still here?«

Her nails bit into her palms. 

»You brought me here.«

»And yet you stay.«

He stepped closer, forcing her back against the counter. 

»You could have run when I took you to the warehouse. Could have screamed. Could have fought harder.«

His gaze dropped to her mouth. 

»But you didn’t.«

She swallowed. 

»You would have stopped me.«

»Maybe.«

His fingers brushed her wrist, tracing the faint bruise there from where he’d grabbed her earlier. 

»Or maybe you wanted to see how far I’d go.«

The accusation coiled between them, electric. Elena couldn’t deny it–couldn’t deny the thrill that had shot through her when he’d backed her against the sink, the way her body had reacted despite the fear. 

»You’re disgusting,« she breathed. Nikolai smirked. 

»And you’re lying.«

Before she could retort, he reached behind her, snagging a folded envelope off the counter. He tossed it onto the table between them, the sound sharp in the quiet. 

»Proof,« he said. 

»Bank transfers. Shipment logs. Names.«

Her throat tightened. 

»Why show me?«

»Because I want to see what you’ll do with it.«

He took another drag, eyes locked on hers. 

»Will you warn him? Run to him? Or will you finally admit that the man you call family is no better than the monsters you think I am?«

Elena’s fingers trembled as she reached for the envelope, but she didn’t open it. The weight of it in her hands felt like a verdict. Nikolai watched her, silent now, his cigarette burning down between his fingers. Waiting. She lifted her chin. 

»What happens if I walk away?«

His lips curled. 

»Then you walk away.«

»Just like that?«

»Nothing is ‘just like that’ with me,« he murmured. 

»But if you leave, Elena, you don’t come back.«

Her breath stuttered. A choice. A real one. And for the first time, she wondered if she had already made it. The envelope crumpled in her grip. 

»What do you want from me?«

Nikolai’s fingers caught hers, uncurling them from the paper, his touch lingering. 

»Everything,« he said, voice rough. 

»Eventually.«

Then he released her, stepping back, the distance between them suddenly unbearable. 

»Read it. Decide.«

His gaze burned into her. 

»But remember–I don’t offer second chances.«

The kitchen door swung shut behind him, leaving her alone with the truth in her hands, the scent of smoke still clinging to the air. And the unsettling realization that she no longer knew which side of this war she was on.

The envelope’s edge dug into Elena’s fingers as she clutched it, the paper crinkling under her grip. She could still smell the lingering smoke, the faint spice of Nikolai’s cologne. Everything. Eventually. The words slithered under her skin, a promise and a threat in one. She exhaled sharply, tearing open the envelope. Bank statements. Black-and-white surveillance stills. Names she recognized–men who had sat at Dmitri’s table, who had kissed her cheek and called her malyshka like she was still a child. Her pulse hammered. She should have been shocked. Should have screamed denial. But the truth settled inside her like a stone in water–cold, inevitable. The bathroom door creaked as she pushed inside. She tossed the papers onto the vanity, gripping the sink until her knuckles ached. The mirror reflected her back–flushed cheeks, lips parted, eyes too bright. Like she’d been running. Like she was afraid. Or excited. A knock rattled the door. 

»You done hiding?«

Nikolai’s voice, rough with impatience. She turned the faucet on, splashing water on her face. 

»Go to hell.«

»Already there, kotyonok.«

The door swung open. He leaned against the frame, arms crossed, watching her. 

»Well?«

Elena yanked a towel from the rack, pressing it to her face. 

»You expect me to believe this?«

»I expect you to use that sharp little mind of yours.«

His fingers tapped against his bicep. 

»Unless Dmitri’s had you too brainwashed to see the truth.«

She threw the towel at him. It fluttered uselessly to the floor. Nikolai smirked. Rage sparked white-hot. She shoved past him into the hall, but his arm snapped out, blocking her path. 

»Move.«

»Make me.«

A challenge, his voice dropping into that low, dangerous register that sent heat pooling low in her belly. She spat at his shoes. The wet slap of it echoed. A pause. Then, slow, Nikolai looked down at the spit glistening on polished leather, rolling down the toe. His jaw tightened. 

»That,« he said, »was a mistake.«

She braced–but not fast enough. His hand cracked across her cheek, snapping her head to the side. Pain burst bright behind her eyes. She stumbled back, hip hitting the shower curtain, the rings screeching as the fabric tore. Silence. Nikolai’s breath came rough, his hand still raised. Horror flickered in his eyes–quick, there and gone. Elena touched her stinging cheek. Her fingers came away damp. Tears? No. She wasn’t crying. She was Laughing. A breathless, unhinged sound. 

»You hit me,« she whispered. His throat worked. 

»Elena–« »Just like him.«

His face darkened. 

»I’m nothing like him.«

»Aren’t you?«

Her voice cracked. 

»You drag me here. Lock me up. Hit me when I don’t obey. How long before the rest? Before I’m just another thing you own?«

He flinched. Good. She wanted him to hurt. Wanted him to feel the same sick twist in his gut that she did every time she looked at him and saw both the monster and the man. Nikolai stepped closer, forcing her back against the tiles. His fingers brushed her cheek–softer now, tracing the heat of the slap. 

»I don’t want to own you,« he murmured. She swallowed hard. 

»Then what do you want?«

His thumb dragged across her bottom lip. 

»To ruin you.«

A shiver raced down her spine.

The sting of Nikolai’s slap still burned on her skin, but the real fire was the one in his gaze–dark, consuming, unguarded for the first time since he’d dragged her out of Dmitri’s penthouse. Elena didn’t flinch when his fingers grazed her cheek, even as her pulse hammered against her ribs. She tilted her head, pressing into his touch just enough to feel him tense. 

»You want to ruin me?«

she whispered, lips parting around the words, letting them linger between them like a challenge. His thumb stilled against her mouth, the rough pad of it catching on the softness of her lower lip. She could taste the salt of her own skin, the metallic hint of blood where she’d bitten down earlier. A muscle in his jaw twitched. 

»I already have.«

The words were low, brutal in their honesty. His free hand braced against the tile beside her head, caging her in. The heat of his body radiated through the scant space between them, and she could smell the faint trace of smoke clinging to his clothes–burning paper, maybe, something acrid and secretive beneath the expensive cologne. Elena exhaled a breath, slow and deliberate, letting it fog the cool surface of the mirror behind him. The reflection distorted their figures–her wild curls tangled from his grip, his broad shoulders blocking out the light. 

»Then why stop at a slap?«

she murmured, tipping her chin up. 

»If you’re going to break me, Nikolai, do it properly.«

His fingers flexed against the wall. For a second, she thought he might hit her again. Instead, his palm slid from her cheek to the column of her throat, not squeezing, just resting there, his thumb pressing lightly against her pulse. A warning. A promise. 

»Careful,« he said. 

»You keep baiting me, and you won’t like what happens when I stop holding back.«

She swallowed, feeling the slight shift of his fingers against her skin. 

»Maybe I don’t want you to hold back.«

A dark laugh rumbled in his chest. 

»You don’t know what you’re asking for.«

The hum of Bach’s Cello Suite No. 1 still vibrated beneath the surface of her thoughts, a ghost of the melody she’d been humming earlier. It reminded her of the way Nikolai moved–controlled, deliberate, but with something raw beneath the precision. She dragged her teeth over her bottom lip, watching his gaze drop to the motion. 

»Then show me.«

His breath hitched. For a heartbeat, the mask slipped–just enough to see the hunger beneath the ice. Then his hand tightened, not enough to choke, but enough to steal her next breath. 

»You won’t survive me, Elena.«

Her lashes lowered, half-lidded, unflinching. 

»Try me.«

The air between them thickened. Outside, the first snow of winter whispered against the window, frosting the glass. Nikolai exhaled sharply through his nose, like he was fighting something deep and feral inside himself. Then he let go. He stepped back, raking a hand through his hair, his expression shuttering back into something cold and unreadable. 

»Get dressed,« he said, turning toward the door. 

»We’re leaving in ten minutes.«

Elena stayed against the tiles, her pulse still throbbing where his fingers had been. She touched the mark on her cheek, the heat of it fading. She’d gotten under his skin. And now she knew exactly how to make him unravel.

Elena dragged the back of her hand across her lips, smearing red over her skin before fixing Nikolai with a defiant glare. His shoes–polished, expensive, a gleaming black leather betraying nothing of the man who wore them–were just within reach. She spat. A perfect crimson arc struck the toe of his left shoe, stark against the pristine shine. For a second, neither of them moved. Nikolai stared at the stain, his expression unreadable, but the muscle in his jaw twitched–once, twice–before locking tight. His fingers curled at his sides, then relaxed. A slow, deliberate motion. When he finally lifted his gaze to hers, something flickered in the depths of his eyes, something that made the breath hitch in her throat. 

»You have no self-preservation, do you?«

His voice was eerily calm, but beneath it, something darker simmered. She smirked, licking the blood from her split lip. 

»Guess not.«

His hand moved before she could react, fingers tangling in her hair, wrenching her head back. A sharp gasp tore from her throat, but she didn’t fight it. His grip wasn’t meant to hurt–not really–but to control, to claim. His breath fanned across her cheek as he leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper. 

»You want to prove you’re not afraid of me? Fine.«

He tugged her forward, forcing her to stumble after him as he turned on his heel. 

»But you don’t get to ruin my shoes and walk away unscathed.«

Elena dug her heels in, but he was stronger, dragging her effortlessly down the hallway. The sting in her scalp burned, but she refused to make a sound. He stopped in front of a heavy oak door, shoving it open with his free hand. A bathroom–cold, clinical, lined with dark marble and gleaming fixtures. Nikolai released her only to grip her chin, tilting her face toward the light. His thumb brushed the corner of her mouth, smearing another drop of blood. His expression was unreadable, but his touch was steady, almost gentle. 

»Keep still.«

He turned toward the mirrored cabinet, yanking it open with more force than necessary. Glass bottles clinked as he rifled through them before pulling out iodine and a cotton pad. The sharp, medicinal scent hit her before he even uncapped it, bitter and antiseptic. Elena tensed. 
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