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CROWN OF SHADOWS

I WAS THE PAYMENT FOR A DEBT OF BLOOD. NOW, I AM THE QUEEN OF HIS ASHES.

I used to believe that art was the only thing that could capture a soul. I was wrong. Fear can capture it just as easily. So can he.

My name is Anya Lynch, and until a week ago, my biggest concern was the lighting in my gallery. Then my father was murdered, and I learned the truth: I am not a person. I am a ledger entry. A balance to be settled.

Mikhail Volkov didn't just come to collect my father’s empire; he came to collect me.

He is a monster wrapped in Armani, a Pakhan with eyes like a frozen sea and a heart made of paranoia. He locked me in a concrete fortress, tore the clothes from my back, and promised to break me until I was nothing but his property. He thought I was a spoiled princess he could discard in a gilded cage. 🥀⛓️

But he underestimated the daughter of a kingpin.

While he hunted enemies in the shadows, I found the truth hidden in plain sight. The enemy isn't at the gates—it’s inside the walls. Now, the fortress is burning, the traitors are circling, and the only thing standing between me and a shallow grave is the very monster who swore to own me.

He wanted my submission. He’s going to get my war. 🔥🖤

★★★★★ "I am absolutely unwell. Mikhail Volkov is the most terrifying, possessive, morally black hero I have ever read, and I am obsessed. The tension between him and Anya isn't just hot; it's nuclear. The way he goes from 'I will break you' to 'burn the world for her' gave me whiplash in the best way." – Amazon Reviewer

Book 1 of 3 in Royal Debt Series. Reading Order: Crown of Shadows, Crown of Chaos and Crown of Vengeance.

This is a dark mafia romance containing scenes of explicit violence, dubious consent, and intense power dynamics. Expect a ruthless hero who doesn't groan; he growls. ⚠️
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ANYA P.O.V.

The low hum of the gallery was the most beautiful sound in the world—a chorus of hushed admiration, clinking champagne flutes, and the quiet rustle of money changing hands. It was a symphony of my own creation, conducted in a space I’d built from the ground up. White walls soared towards a dark, industrial ceiling, each one punctuated by a piece of my soul stretched across a canvas. Tonight, my name wasn't just a heavy, unasked-for legacy; it was the signature in the bottom corner of a painting people actually wanted to buy. This is it. The moment I’ve worked for. My name, defined by my work, not my family.

I stood near the entrance, a ghost at my own feast, just watching. People drifted through the space like elegant fish in a minimalist tank, their expensive clothes a stark contrast to the raw, violent color I’d thrown onto the canvases. A waiter in a crisp white jacket offered me a tray, and I plucked a flute of champagne from it, the cool glass a welcome anchor in the swirling current of my success. The bubbles tickled my nose. It tasted like victory, sharp and intoxicating.

“Anya, the collection is breathtaking!” A woman whose face I vaguely recognized from a society page glided towards me, her diamonds catching the gallery lights. She gestured vaguely at the nearest painting, a furious slash of crimson and black. “It’s just so... visceral.”

I gave her the smile I reserved for patrons. Polished, appreciative, and revealing nothing. “Thank you so much for coming, Eleanor. I’m glad it speaks to you.”

She nodded, her eyes already scanning the room for someone more important, and drifted away. I didn't mind. She’d bought two pieces. She could talk about the weather for all I cared. I took a slow sip of champagne, letting the sound wash over me again. It was real. This was all real. For the first time, I felt like I was standing on solid ground, a foundation I had laid myself, plank by painful plank.

A sharp elbow found my ribs, and I turned to see Chloe beaming at me, her dark bob immaculate as always, a stark contrast to the messy bun my own red hair was currently escaping from. Her eyes, magnified by her thick-rimmed glasses, were electric with an energy that could power the entire city block.

“Stop lurking like a goddamn gargoyle and come see this,” she said, her voice a low, conspiratorial hiss. She grabbed my arm, her grip surprisingly strong, and pulled me towards a slightly less crowded corner of the gallery.

She didn't have to say a word, just pointed a perfectly manicured finger. I followed her gaze. Under nearly every painting, discreetly placed on the wall tag, was a small, perfect red dot. Sold. Sold. Sold. My breath hitched. I’d known we were doing well, but I hadn’t dared to do a full count, superstitiously afraid of jinxing it.

“We did it,” Chloe whispered, her professional gallery manager facade cracking to reveal the friend who’d seen me cry over canvases I’d slashed in frustration. “They're eating it up. You're a star.”

“WE did it,” I corrected her, my voice thick. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into a brief, tight hug. She was the one who managed the clients, wrangled the press, and made sure the wine was expensive enough. All I had to do was bleed onto the canvas. Chloe’s the only one who knows how much of my soul is in these canvases. The years of hiding in my studio, smelling of turpentine and desperation, trying to paint my way out of the long, dark shadow of my family name. She was the only one who knew what this night truly cost.

She squeezed me back then pulled away, smoothing her black silk blouse. “Okay, enough sentiment. You have a room full of rich people to charm. Go on. Work your magic.”

She gave me a little shove back into the fray, and I went, moving through the knots of people, accepting compliments, shaking hands. But my eyes were drawn across the room, past the mingling bodies and the floating trays of canapés, to the far wall. To the centerpiece of the collection. The largest canvas, a chaotic storm of deep blues, angry greys, and a single, defiant streak of gold. It was the one piece without a red dot. The one piece that wasn't for sale.

I drifted towards it, the crowd parting for me as they realized who I was. The hum of the party faded into a distant buzz as I stood before it. The painting was titled, simply, “Father.” It was a mess of texture and violent strokes, layered so thick the paint was practically sculptural. It was confusing and beautiful and impossible to look away from. My life’s work, trying to capture a man I loved but barely understood.

My fingers went to the corner of the heavy wooden frame, a subconscious habit. I could still see him standing in this exact spot a week ago during a private viewing, his large frame, usually so imposing, looking almost humbled by the piece. He’d stared at it for a full ten minutes without saying a word, a lifetime for a man whose attention was a constantly shifting commodity. Finally, he’d turned to me, his eyes—my eyes—filled with a rare, unguarded emotion.

He called it ‘beautiful chaos.’ Said it was the only part of his world I’d ever have to understand. He was so proud. He’d cupped my face in his big, warm hands and told me that this, the gallery, my art—this was the real Lynch legacy. Not the whispers and the closed-door meetings and the men in dark suits who were always watching. Him saying that... it felt like absolution.

A shift in the atmosphere pulled me from the memory. A new presence had entered the gallery, one that didn't fit. I turned my head, my eyes scanning the entrance. And then I saw him. My uncle, Declan.

He stood just inside the glass doors, a bulky monolith in a suit that was too tight in the shoulders and probably cost more than my first car. The scent of his cigar smoke seemed to cling to him, an invisible stain in the clean, perfumed air of the gallery. He looked utterly out of place, a bulldog in a room full of greyhounds. His eyes weren't on the art; they were sweeping the room, sharp and assessing, counting threats, not admiring brushstrokes. Declan never comes to my shows. The family business doesn't stop for art. Something's wrong.

My stomach tightened. The champagne suddenly felt sour on my tongue. He spotted me, and his expression, already grim, tightened further. He bypassed a sculpture, ignored a woman who tried to greet him, and headed straight for me, his heavy footsteps a discordant beat in the gallery's soft rhythm.

I met him halfway, forcing a bright smile that felt like cracking plaster. "Declan. I'm shocked. To what do I owe the pleasure?"

He leaned in and gave me a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. His skin was damp and cool, his cheek rough with stubble. He smelled of cigars, whiskey, and something else. Fear. He wouldn’t look me in the eye, his gaze darting over my shoulder.

"It's a great night, Anya. A great night," he said, his voice a low rumble. "Your father wanted to be here. He was... held up."

'Held up.' The family code for trouble. It could mean anything from a deal going south to a meeting with men whose names were never spoken aloud. It was a phrase designed to end questions, not answer them. He checked the thick gold watch on his wrist, a nervous tic I knew well. He did it again ten seconds later.

"Is everything okay?" I asked, my voice dropping, the party noise around us seeming to recede.

"Everything's fine," he lied, finally meeting my eyes for a fraction of a second. The panic in them was unmistakable. "He's proud of you, kid. You know that, right? He's so fucking proud of you." He used the past tense. No, I was imagining it. Stress. That’s all.

He clapped me on the shoulder, a clumsy, awkward gesture. "I can't stay. Just wanted to show my face. Great night."

And then he was gone, pushing his way back through the crowd and out the door, leaving a trail of unease in his wake. I stood there for a moment, the joy of the evening draining out of me, replaced by a cold, creeping dread. I tried to shake it off. I was being paranoid. It was the biggest night of my career; I wouldn't let the family drama poison it.

I turned back to the room, needing a distraction, needing to get back to the high I’d been riding. As if on cue, a tall, impeccably dressed older man with a neatly trimmed white beard approached me, his eyes fixed on "Father." I recognized him instantly. Marcus Thorne. He was one of the most influential collectors in the country. His presence here was a coup in itself.

He stood beside me, his gaze locked on the canvas. "It's a masterpiece," he said, his voice quiet but resonant. "Chaotic, but there's an order to it. A story. It’s magnificent."

My chest swelled with pride, pushing back the anxiety Declan had planted there. "Thank you, Mr. Thorne. It’s... personal."

"The personal pieces are always the best," he said, turning to me. His eyes were shrewd but kind. "I know it’s not listed for sale, but I have to ask. Name your price."

The offer hung in the air between us. My first instinct was to say no. It was a piece of my father, a piece of me. It wasn't for sale. But then I remembered his words. This is the real legacy. Dad would want me to sell it. He'd want me to have this win. This would be the final, ultimate validation. My work, hanging in the Thorne collection.

I took a deep breath. "One hundred thousand." I said the number, half expecting him to laugh.

He didn't. He just nodded slowly. "Done. Congratulations, Ms. Lynch. You are a phenomenal talent."

He shook my hand. The deal was sealed. A hundred thousand dollars for my beautiful chaos. The professional triumph was so absolute, so staggering, that it momentarily wiped everything else from my mind. I was giddy with it.

In the middle of that exhilarating rush, I felt my phone vibrate in the pocket of my silk dress. I pulled it out, annoyed at the interruption. The screen glowed with an unknown number. A telemarketer, probably. Or a wrong number. Not tonight. Tonight, nothing gets in. I silenced the call, stabbing the button with my thumb, and slipped the phone back into my pocket, turning my attention back to my guests, forcing the smile to stay on my face.

I made my way towards the bar, needing a refill, needing to toast my own success one more time. The hum of the party was loud again, a celebratory roar. People were laughing, gesturing at the art, their faces flushed with wine and excitement. It was everything I had ever wanted.

The phone vibrated again. A longer, more insistent buzz this time. A frantic, desperate tremor against my thigh. A knot of real fear began to form in my stomach, cold and hard. I pulled the phone out again, my hand not quite steady. The name on the screen wasn't unknown. It was Seamus. My father's head of security. A man who had worked for my family since before I was born. A man who reported to my father and only my father. A man who had never, not once in my twenty-six years, called me directly.

My blood ran cold. The noise of the gallery, the laughter, the clinking glasses, it all turned into a single, roaring wave of static in my ears. Seamus doesn't call. He never calls. Oh god.

My feet were moving before I made a conscious decision to walk. I pushed past a couple admiring a diptych, ignoring their startled expressions. I needed quiet. I needed a place where I could hear. The path to the back office felt a mile long. Every happy face I passed felt like a mockery. Every burst of laughter was a physical blow.

I reached the frosted glass door marked ‘Private’ and pushed it open, stepping inside. I closed it firmly behind me, and the joyous roar of my success was instantly cut off, replaced by the low, sterile hum of the office computer and the frantic, suffocating thunder of my own heartbeat in my ears. The room was small, neat, impersonal. A desk, a chair, a filing cabinet. A prison of sudden silence.

My hand was trembling as I lifted the phone to my ear. I took a shaky breath, trying to steady myself. Please be a fender bender. Please be a delayed flight. Please be anything but the worst. I swiped to answer, my voice barely a whisper.

“Seamus? What is it?”

The voice on the other end was unrecognizable. It was choked, ragged, ripped apart by a panic and grief so raw I felt it like a physical shock through the phone. It was Seamus, but it was a version of him I had never heard.

“There was an attack.” His words were blunt, stripped of all protocol. “Anya... he’s gone. Your father is gone.”

The words didn't form a thought. They didn't process. They just hung there in the silent office, obscene and impossible. Gone. He's gone. My father is gone. It was just a white, silent scream inside my head, a sound so loud it deafened me to everything else. The phone was still pressed hard against my ear, but I didn't know if Seamus was still talking, if he had hung up, if the world was still turning. My body was frozen, a statue in the sterile quiet of the room I had escaped to. All I could feel was the cool, slender stem of the champagne flute still in my other hand.

The champagne flute slipped from my fingers, but I never heard it shatter.
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ANYA P.O.V.

The scent of lilies and whiskey couldn't mask the smell of fear. It was a thick, cloying odor, clinging to the heavy damask curtains and sinking into the deep pile of the Persian rugs. It was the smell of sweat under expensive wool suits, of sour breath held too long. It was the smell of my father's house, a place I had once called home, now turned into a tomb filled with ghosts who were still breathing.

The black town car had been silent on the drive over, the driver a stoic silhouette against the rain-slicked city lights. I hadn't cried. The shock had frozen the tears somewhere in my chest, a solid block of ice that made it hard to draw a full breath. When the car crunched to a halt on the familiar gravel of the circular driveway, I just sat there for a moment, staring at the imposing Tudor facade of the estate. The house looked the same as it always had, all dark timbers and leaded glass windows, but the warmth was gone. It was just a building now, a hollow shell. The driver opened my door, and the cold night air bit at my skin, a welcome, sharp sensation in the dull fog of my grief. I stepped out, my simple black dress inadequate against the chill, and walked toward the heavy oak door that stood slightly ajar, spilling a muted, yellow light onto the wet stone steps.

I pushed it open and stepped inside. The wave of smells hit me first—the sickly sweet perfume of the funeral lilies banked in massive arrangements in the foyer, the sharp tang of expensive whiskey, and underneath it all, that acidic tang of fear. The house I grew up in felt alien. The grand staircase that I used to slide down as a child now seemed to loom like a gallows. The portraits of my ancestors lining the walls watched me with accusing, hollow eyes. The space was crowded with men. Dozens of them, all in dark, somber suits, standing in tight, whispering clusters. Their voices were a low, guttural hum, like agitated hornets in a nest. This wasn't a wake. It was a gathering of sharks who’d just smelled blood in the water. My blood.

My eyes scanned the crowd in the main drawing room, searching for a single familiar, friendly face. A cousin. A family friend. Someone who had seen me grow up, who might offer a genuine hug instead of a hard, assessing stare. I found no one. The faces were all new to me, and they were uniformly hard. Chiseled from granite and suspicion, with eyes that didn't hold a trace of sympathy. They looked at me, the prodigal daughter who’d run off to play with paint and canvas, and I could see the calculations clicking behind their pupils. They weren't seeing a grieving daughter. They were seeing a loose end. A liability. An asset to be catalogued. These weren't mourners. They were vultures, circling what was left of my father's legacy. Each glance felt like a physical touch, cold and invasive, and I had to fight the urge to wrap my arms around myself, to cover myself up. The air was thick with unspoken questions, with tension that vibrated at a frequency just below hearing. I felt like a stranger who had stumbled into a secret, dangerous meeting, only to realize the meeting was about me.

"Anya." A voice cut through the low murmur, and a path cleared through the sea of dark suits. My uncle Declan. He was my father’s younger brother, shorter but built like a brick wall, his face a grim mask of duty. His eyes, the same shade of green as mine, were bloodshot and constantly scanning the room, never resting on one person for more than a second. He reached me and put a heavy hand on my shoulder. It wasn’t a gesture of comfort. It was an anchor, a claim. Ownership. "Stay with me," he murmured, his voice a low growl meant only for me. His grip was tight, his fingers digging into the thin fabric of my dress, and he began to steer me through the room. It was a slow, deliberate procession. He nodded curtly at some men, his jaw tight, and completely ignored others. He was navigating a minefield, and I was the fragile cargo he had to get to the other side. He guided me away from a particularly intense-looking group huddled near the fireplace, their whispers ceasing the moment we drew near. I felt their eyes on my back, hot and sharp. Declan was showing them something, using me to make a point I didn't understand. He was asserting control, and I was his scepter.

He finally brought me to a halt in a quiet corner of the cavernous room, where the crowd thinned. Before us, resting on a bier and surrounded by a fortress of white lilies, was my father's casket. Polished mahogany, gleaming under the soft light of a nearby lamp. Declan’s hand fell from my shoulder, the absence of its weight leaving me feeling untethered and exposed. He gave me a short, jerky nod, a silent command to pay my respects, then turned and melted back into the crowd, leaving me alone with the body. I took a hesitant step forward, then another. The air grew colder, the scent of formaldehyde cutting through the perfume of the flowers. My father looked like a wax effigy of himself. A stranger. The artist in me took over, a desperate, detached defense mechanism against the wave of pain threatening to drown me. I cataloged the details—the waxy, unnaturally smooth skin stretched taut over his strong jaw, the subtle pink rouge the mortician had used on his cheeks to simulate life, the clumsy way his hair was combed to hide the violence that had put him here. His hands, the big, strong hands that had taught me how to hold a pencil, were folded over his chest, his fingers laced together. They looked pale and lifeless. I reached out, my own hand trembling, and laid my fingers against his. The cold was absolute. It was a deep, profound cold that seemed to suck the warmth right out of my body. And that's when the ice in my chest finally shattered. A silent scream ripped through me, a soundless agony that made my vision blur and my knees weak. The artist in me cataloged the details—the waxy skin, the mortician's clumsy attempt to hide the violence. The daughter in me just screamed.

I stumbled back from the casket, my hand clapped over my mouth to hold in the sob that was clawing its way up my throat. I was disoriented, dizzy with grief. I leaned against the cool marble of the massive fireplace, trying to anchor myself. The room swam before my eyes, a blur of dark suits and grim faces. It was in that moment of vulnerability, hidden in the shadows just out of Declan's sightline, that their voices cut through the haze. Two of the men I didn't recognize were standing near me, their backs partially turned, their heads close together. They thought they were speaking quietly, but in the ringing silence of my own head, their words were as clear as a gunshot.

"He left everything a mess," the first one rasped, his voice rough like gravel. "Declan can't hold it together. He doesn't have the stomach for what's coming."

"He better find it fast," the second one replied, his tone low and panicked. "With the old man gone, the entire organization is exposed. We're bleeding, and the sharks are circling."

The entire organization is exposed. The phrase landed like a physical blow, punching the air from my lungs. Organization. It wasn't a "family business," as my father had always called it. It was an organization. And it was in trouble. The cold dread I’d felt upon arriving began to sharpen, crystallizing from a vague unease into a specific, pointed alarm. My father hadn't just died. He had left behind a catastrophe.

A soft touch on my arm made me jump, and I spun around, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Anya? Oh, honey." It was Chloe, my best friend, her face a mask of genuine sorrow and concern. She looked completely out of place here, a vibrant splash of color in a monochrome world. Her simple blue coat seemed shockingly bright against the sea of black, and her eyes, wide and full of sympathy, were a stark contrast to the cold, hard stares of the other guests. She pulled me into a hug, and for a second, I let myself collapse against her. Her embrace was warm and real, smelling of rain and the familiar scent of her perfume. It was a lifeline back to my world, the world of gallery openings and late-night talks over cheap
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