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Before the Fire






The first time I saw him, I didn’t know he was going to ruin me.






That’s the thing nobody tells you about dangerous men — they don’t arrive with warning signs. They don’t come shrouded in red flags and sirens. They come quietly. Deliberately. Like smoke finding its way through the cracks before you even smell the fire.






He was standing at the far end of the bar, a glass of something dark held loose in his fingers, not drinking — watching. The kind of watching that has weight to it, that presses against your skin even across a crowded room. I felt it before I saw him. A heaviness. A shift in the air.






I should have left.






I didn’t.






He looked at me like I was a problem he had already decided to solve. Not with cruelty — not yet — but with that quiet, absolute certainty that belongs to men who are never wrong. Men who take what they want and don’t apologize for the wanting.






His name was Aleksei Volkov, and within forty-eight hours of meeting him, my carefully constructed life would begin to come apart.






I want to tell you I fought it. I want to tell you I saw every red flag, every crack in his beautiful, brutal armor, and still — somehow — chose wrong. But that would be too simple, and none of this was simple.






The truth is messier. The truth involves the parts of me I hate most: the part that mistook obsession for protection. The part that confused being needed with being loved. The part that stayed — not because I couldn’t leave, but because leaving him felt like tearing out something I hadn’t known I needed until it was embedded too deep.






This is not a love story.






Or maybe it is — just not the kind that looks pretty on the outside.






This is the story of how I burned. And how I let him watch.






Some fires, you don’t walk away from clean.






Some fires, you don’t walk away from at all.


✦ ✦ ✦
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I wasn’t supposed to be there.






That’s the part that haunts me most when I replay it — the perfect, stupid accident of it. The charity gala was three floors up, champagne and diamond earrings and carefully curated small talk about philanthropy. I was attending as my boss Miriam’s assistant, carrying her schedule and her ego and nothing else. I had slipped out for air, taken the wrong elevator, and ended up in a hallway that smelled like cedar and money.






The door at the end was ajar.






I pushed it open because I thought it led to a terrace.






It did not lead to a terrace.






It led to a room full of men I didn’t recognize and a conversation that stopped the moment I stepped inside. Seven faces turned to look at me. Six of them went carefully blank. One of them — the one at the head of the long mahogany table — didn’t bother hiding the assessment in his eyes.






He looked at me the way you look at something that’s just become a complication.






“Wrong floor,” I said. Brilliant. Articulate. That’s me.






“Obviously.” His voice was low and accented — Eastern European, Russian maybe — and it carried the kind of absolute calm that didn’t come from being relaxed. It came from being certain. Completely, immovably certain. The kind of certain that meant he had never once second-guessed himself and didn’t intend to start.






He was sitting and still somehow the largest presence in the room. Dark suit, no tie, collar open at the throat. A jaw that could cut glass and eyes that were the flat, pale gray of winter sky just before a storm. Not handsome in the easy, symmetrical way. Handsome in the way that was harder to look away from. Something fierce in the architecture of his face, something unfinished or unresolved that made you keep looking, trying to decode it.






“I’ll go,” I said.






“You will.” He reached forward and closed the folder in front of him without taking his eyes off me. “But first — what did you hear?”






My stomach dropped two floors.






“Nothing.” True. I had heard nothing except the door creaking shut behind me and my own heartbeat suddenly very loud in my ears.






He tilted his head. The gesture was small, almost lazy, and completely terrifying. “You’re going to want to be honest with me.”






“I just walked in. I heard my own footsteps.” I kept my voice level. I was good at keeping my voice level. Fifteen years of being the steady one, the organized one, the one who never cracked — it had its uses. “I was looking for the terrace.”






Something shifted in his expression. Not warmth. Not softness. But something that was interested in me now in a way it hadn’t been thirty seconds ago.






“Name,” he said.






“I’m not giving you my name.”






The silence that followed was not comfortable. One of the other men shifted his weight. Someone cleared their throat. The man at the head of the table said nothing, did nothing, just looked at me with those winter-gray eyes like he was deciding something, and I understood with cold clarity that I was not in a situation I could manage by being organized and competent. I was in a situation I could only manage by being very, very careful.






“Zara,” I said. Half a name. An offering. “I’m with the event upstairs. I’m nobody.”






“Nobody,” he repeated. The word in his mouth sounded like something he found unlikely.






He rose from his chair. He was tall — taller than I expected, though I don’t know why I expected anything — and he moved toward me with an unhurried ease that my nervous system registered as deeply wrong. Not threatening, exactly. Not yet. But predatory in the way that isn’t always about violence. Sometimes it’s just about knowing you have all the power and not needing to prove it.






He stopped two feet away.






This close, I could see a thin scar through his left eyebrow, and his eyes weren’t flat gray — they were pale gray with something darker underneath, like deep water with a strange current. He smelled like cedar and something sharper. His gaze moved over my face methodically, unhurriedly, as if cataloguing.






“Zara,” he said. My name in his mouth sounded different than it ever had before. Like a claim. “I’m going to need you to keep whatever you think you saw tonight very private.”






“I didn’t see anything.”






“Good.” He reached past me and opened the door. The air in the hallway hit the back of my neck. “Keep it that way.”






I left. I did not run, but every step down that hallway felt like a near miss, like walking away from something I hadn’t fully understood but knew enough to fear.






Back in the elevator, I pressed the button for the gala floor and stared at my own reflection in the polished metal doors. My face looked the same. Composed. Unremarkable. But my hands were shaking.






I didn’t know his name yet.






I didn’t know anything about him except the way he looked at me — like I was already a problem he was prepared to handle — and the fact that my body had done something deeply inconvenient in that room. Not fear alone. Fear I could manage. Fear I knew.






What I didn’t know was the thing coiled underneath the fear, warm and irrational and already asking questions I had no interest in answering.






I pressed my palms flat against my thighs and breathed.






Upstairs, Miriam needed her schedule. There was a keynote at nine. I had a job to do and a life that was perfectly, carefully ordered, and none of that had anything to do with a gray-eyed man in a room I was never supposed to enter.






I almost believed it.






I stepped off the elevator and found him standing at the far end of the gala — tie now on, expression closed — watching me across two hundred people and all that glittering light.






He had followed me upstairs.






And the look on his face said he already knew things about me I hadn’t told him.


✦ ✦ ✦
















