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Alina

Mikhail Reznikov doesn’t fall in love—he takes, and he keeps.

I learned that the first night he put a gun on the table and asked if I trusted him.

Every rule I had, he broke. Every fear, he fed until it turned into want.

He’s not the man you marry; he’s the one you survive.

But I didn’t come here to survive. I came to find out what happens when you stop pretending you’re good.

Mikhail

Alina was supposed to be leverage. A name, a debt, a transaction.

Then she looked at me like she already knew what I’d done and loved me anyway.

Now I can’t let her go. Not to God, not to anyone.

The world thinks I own her—they’re wrong.

She owns me, and she doesn’t even realize it yet. 

This is the first book in The Dark Vows Series. Reading Order: Bound in Sin, Ruled by Sin.
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PROLOGUE
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They say the devil never knocks.

He waits until you open the door yourself.

The first time I saw Mikhail Reznikov, I didn’t hear footsteps or warning. Just the low scrape of a chair, the scent of smoke, and the weight of his eyes. Everything in the room stopped breathing, including me.

He didn’t have to introduce himself. Men like him don’t. Power announces them before they speak. I told myself I wasn’t afraid— that fear was a luxury I’d buried long ago. But he looked at me like he’d already read the parts of me I hide, the ones written in blood instead of ink.

That night was supposed to be business. A job. A name to collect, a debt to erase. I’d done it before: walk into danger, keep my voice steady, leave before anyone noticed the tremor in my hands. But Mikhail didn’t look away when he should have. He studied me like a problem he meant to solve, and I made the mistake of meeting his stare long enough to become the answer.

I learned two things that night.

One— there’s a difference between fear and recognition.

Two— once Mikhail Reznikov recognizes you, you don’t disappear.

He asked me questions no one should have known to ask: names, dates, the kind of ghosts that only follow you if you’ve done terrible things to deserve them. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. The threat lived in the calm; it breathed in the space between his words. When he smiled, it wasn’t kindness. It was understanding. That’s worse.

Everyone wants to believe they’d run from a man like him. But running requires the illusion of escape. Mikhail makes you forget that illusion exists. He speaks and suddenly the world shrinks to the sound of his voice. I didn’t fall for him. That’s not the right word. I descended. Step by step, choice by choice, until the ground felt foreign and the dark started to look like home.

Before him, my life was clean— not innocent, just ordered. I worked. I stayed invisible. I built walls and called them survival. Then he showed me what control really looked like, and every wall I’d built cracked from the inside. He didn’t need to touch me. He just looked, and I felt owned.

I still remember the moment the air changed. He leaned back in his chair, smoke curling from his cigarette, and said, “You think I don’t see what you’re hiding?”

I laughed— a sound too thin, too sharp. He was right. He always is. That’s the problem with men like Mikhail: they don’t guess; they know. And when they know you, they make you prove it.

I told myself I could use him. That if I stayed close enough, I’d learn what I needed and leave before the fire caught. It’s funny, the lies we tell when we think we’re still in control. The truth is, he let me believe it. He let me play brave until I forgot that bravery isn’t immunity. It’s proximity to danger and the choice to stay anyway.

He never asked for promises. He demanded silence, obedience, trust— the kind that doesn’t come from loyalty but from inevitability. And the worst part? I gave it to him. Not because he forced me to, but because some part of me wanted to know what it felt like to stop pretending I was untouched. To stop pretending I was good.

I should have known what vows mean to a man like Mikhail. They aren’t sacred. They’re binding in a different way. You make them once, and the rest of your life is collateral.

There were nights after that when I tried to forget. When I went home and scrubbed my skin until it burned, pretending his touch wasn’t still there. But he has a way of staying. In the mind, in the bloodstream, in the space between heartbeat and breath. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw that first look— the one that promised I’d already gone too far.

I kept waiting for the moment the story would end. That he’d grow bored, that I’d wake up and call it a mistake. But the thing about fire is that it never promises to stop. It promises to consume. And I— idiot, coward, addict— let it.

Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I’d left that night. If I’d walked out before his hand found mine, before his voice sank into the soft places I’d sworn to protect. Would I be free? Maybe. But freedom doesn’t mean much once you’ve learned what obsession tastes like.

I remember his last words before everything changed: “You don’t get to walk away, Alina.” Not a threat, not a plea. A statement. Like gravity. Like truth. And in that moment, I understood that every step I took toward him was one less I could take back.

Now, when I think of vows, I don’t picture churches or rings. I picture his hands. I picture the cut of his voice when he says my name. I picture the dark— and how it never felt darker than when he wasn’t in it.

If I had known then how deep it would go, maybe I would’ve begged for mercy. Maybe I would’ve begged for him sooner.

Either way, it wouldn’t have mattered. Men like Mikhail don’t grant mercy, and women like me don’t really want it.

So this is how it starts— with a door that never should have opened, and a girl who thought she could survive anything. Now I know better. Survival isn’t living. It’s just the prelude to everything you’ll die for.

And I already know his name is the last thing I’ll ever whisper.
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CHAPTER 1
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POV: Alina

I don’t know when Moscow stopped feeling safe.

Maybe it never did. Maybe I just stopped pretending.

It was past seven when I finished practice, the sky bruised purple behind the fogged windows. The studio was empty except for the hiss of the old radiators and the faint echo of Tchaikovsky still leaking from my phone. I stayed anyway. I always stayed too long—there’s a kind of peace in exhaustion that I can’t find anywhere else. When my muscles ache and my breath scrapes my throat, the world quiets down.

I bent at the barre until my spine cracked. My reflection in the mirror looked ghostly—pale skin, sweat-slick neck, hair in a knot that had given up hours ago. Papa used to call me ego ptichka, his little bird. I guess he didn’t think about how easy it is to break a bird’s wings.

The city outside hummed—a car horn, a siren, the shuffle of snow. Nothing unusual. I should’ve gone home. I should’ve listened to the way my stomach tightened, that instinct whispering that something was wrong.

Instead, I went to the window and cracked it open. Cold air rushed in, biting at my cheeks. I looked down at the alley that runs beside the studio—narrow, half-lit by a single streetlamp. I’ve watched that alley a thousand times. People smoke there, kiss there, sneak out for air between rehearsals. But tonight it was empty.

Or at least, it looked empty until the black car rolled in.

It stopped right under the light. Windows tinted, engine humming.

A man got out first. Broad shoulders, black coat, hat pulled low. Another followed. And then I saw the third man—older, smaller, trembling as the other two dragged him forward.

My fingers tightened around the window frame.

They started arguing. I couldn’t hear the words, but the tone was enough—short, sharp, full of something final. The smaller man’s hands were raised, palms open. Pleading. The taller one said something that made the other freeze. Then he reached inside his coat.

I knew what was coming before it happened.

The flash of silver. The pop that cracked through the air and echoed off brick.

I gasped before I could stop myself.

One shot. The small man jerked backward, hit the wall, slid down. The taller one stepped forward, calm, deliberate, and put another bullet in him. The body slumped sideways into the snow.

I couldn’t breathe. My pulse screamed in my ears.

The shooter turned his head. Just slightly.

And looked straight up.

At me.

Our eyes met through the pane of glass—his dark, unreadable, glinting in the lamplight. For a second, the world shrank to that gaze. He didn’t move, didn’t shout, didn’t run. He just looked, like he was memorizing me.

I stumbled backward, the curtain slipping from my fingers. My chest heaved. My body screamed run, but my legs refused to move.

When I dared to look again, the alley was empty. The car was gone. The blood on the snow looked unreal, like spilled paint.

I grabbed my phone with shaking hands and dialed the police, then stopped halfway through the number.

What would I even say?

“I saw a murder”?

They’d ask where, who, why. They’d look at me the way people always do when I say my last name. Volkova.

And if the man who pulled the trigger could find me through a window, what would he do if I talked?

I sank to the floor beside the barre, my heartbeat trying to tear out of my chest. I pressed my palms against the cold boards and counted breaths. In. Out. In. Out.

It didn’t help.

I stood, pacing, listening. Every sound—the radiator hiss, the pipes clanging—made me flinch. I checked the door twice, locked it, turned off the lights. My reflection in the window stared back, eyes too wide, mouth trembling.

There was still blood down there. Someone’s son, someone’s enemy, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I’d seen it. And he’d seen me.

The minutes dragged. Maybe an hour passed. The city outside blurred into snow. I told myself to leave, to go home, but something about the idea of walking out there alone made my skin crawl.

Finally, I couldn’t take it. I grabbed my things and headed for the back exit.

The hallway felt longer than usual, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead like insects. My footsteps echoed—too loud, too alone.

When I reached the end of the corridor, I paused and listened. Nothing.

I pushed the door open and stepped into the alley.

The cold slapped me hard, stealing my breath. The snow was falling thicker now, erasing everything—but not enough. There was still a dark stain on the ground where the man had fallen. No police tape. No body. Just red melting into white.

Someone had cleaned it up.

Fast.

The air smelled faintly of iron and gasoline.

I tightened my scarf and started walking, fast but trying not to look like I was running. My shoes slipped on the slush. I glanced behind me every few seconds. The street was quiet. Too quiet for Moscow on a Thursday night.

Halfway down the block, I heard it—a car engine. Deep, low, expensive.

Headlights flared at the end of the street. A black car.

My throat closed.

It slowed as it neared me. I stepped closer to the buildings, pretending to check my phone. The windows were tinted again. Same model. Same hum.

The car stopped.

The passenger window rolled down an inch.

A man’s voice, smooth and calm, spoke in Russian: “You shouldn’t walk alone, Alina.”

I froze.

Every muscle in my body screamed don’t look, but I turned anyway.

I saw a glimpse—dark hair, gloved hand resting on the door, and those same eyes from the alley. Cold, silver, impossible.

“How do you know my name?” I whispered.

He smiled slightly. “You should get in. It’s not safe here.”

The door lock clicked open.

My heartbeat roared. I took a step back. “Stay away from me.”

His voice didn’t rise. “You saw something you shouldn’t have.”

“I didn’t see anything,” I lied.

“Lying doesn’t suit you, ptichka.”

The nickname made my skin crawl.

“Leave me alone.”

“Can’t.”

The door opened wider.

That was when a second car turned the corner—a taxi. Yellow. Ordinary. Salvation.

Without thinking, I ran. Straight to it. I yanked the back door open and jumped inside.

“Drive,” I gasped. “Please. Just drive.”

The driver glanced at me in the mirror, startled, then shrugged and pulled away.

I didn’t look back until we’d gone three blocks. The black car was gone.

My hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

I told myself it was over, that I was safe now, that I’d go home, shower, sleep, forget. But deep down I knew better.

When a man like that looks at you the way he did—calm, certain—it’s not the kind of look you ever escape.

I didn’t go home.

Home meant the small rented flat above the bakery on Nikitsky Boulevard, the one with the flickering hallway light and neighbors who smoked through the vents. Home meant too many windows. Too much glass. Too easy to find.

Instead, I told the taxi driver to take me to the nearest police station. I didn’t even think about it—I just said it, voice steady enough to sound sane. He nodded, didn’t ask questions.

When we stopped outside the station, my courage began to crumble.

It was a squat concrete building wedged between a pharmacy and a pawn shop, the kind of place that looked tired of bad news. Two officers stood near the entrance, smoking and laughing, their laughter sharp in the cold.

I sat in the taxi with my hand on the door handle, pulse rattling. I tried to imagine walking in, explaining that I’d seen a man executed in an alley, that his killer had looked straight at me, that he’d known my name somehow.

I could already hear the questions: How close were you? What’s your connection? Who are your parents?

My last name would hit their ears like a gunshot.

Volkova.

They’d either stop listening or start digging. Neither option was safe.

The driver cleared his throat. “Miss? You getting out?”

I swallowed hard, then forced a smile. “Actually... change of plan. Can you take me to Pushkinskaya? I’ll sort it out tomorrow.”

He hesitated, then shrugged and turned the meter back on.

Tomorrow. That word was a lie. There wouldn’t be a tomorrow where any of this made sense.

I watched the station fade behind us through the foggy glass, guilt clawing at my ribs. Papa always said the police were for people who didn’t owe anyone anything. He’d owed everyone.

I was halfway home when I realized the taxi wasn’t taking the right street.

“Hey,” I said, leaning forward. “You missed the turn.”

The driver didn’t answer.

He was a big man, shoulders broad under his coat. I couldn’t see much of his face—just the back of his head, close-cropped hair.

“Excuse me,” I said louder. “My street’s the other way.”

He kept driving.

The city outside blurred past, darker now, the snow thicker.

Something was wrong.

“Pull over,” I said. “Right now.”

Still nothing.

The seatbelt suddenly felt like a shackle. My heart slammed against my ribs. “Pull over or I’m calling the police!” I snapped, reaching for my phone.

His hand shot out fast—too fast—and grabbed my wrist.

Cold leather glove. Iron grip.

“Don’t,” he said.

His voice wasn’t the same as before, but it had the same accent. Smooth, deliberate, foreign enough to slide under my skin.

I yanked, but he held tight.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Orders,” he said. “Sorry.”

He let go just long enough to flick something on the dashboard. The locks clicked shut.

I froze. “You’re making a mistake.”

He didn’t answer.

I scanned the street. We were cutting through an industrial zone—warehouses, shuttered shops, almost no traffic. No witnesses.

My mind raced. Think, Alina. Think.

I unclipped my seatbelt and reached for the door handle, tried to yank it open. Locked. I kicked it, hard.

“Stop that,” he warned.

“Go to hell!”

The car lurched right, then stopped suddenly. The tires screeched on the snow. I slammed forward, catching myself on the seat.

Before I could react, the rear door on my side swung open.

Two men stood there—one tall and thin, the other built like a wall. Both wore dark coats and gloves.

The tall one leaned in and smiled like we were old friends. “Evening, ballerina.”

I screamed. Loud. The sound tore my throat raw.

A cloth pressed over my mouth. Sharp chemical sting. Sweet and suffocating. I tried to fight—kicked, clawed, twisted—but someone’s arm locked around my waist, another hand forcing my head back.

The last thing I saw was the empty street disappearing behind the open door as the world dissolved into black.
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