

    
        
          Vicious Devotion

        

        
        
          Alina Rose

        

        
          Published by Alina Rose, 2026.

        

    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Vicious Devotion

Chapter One: The Witness

Chapter Two: The Enforcer's Assignment

Chapter Three: The Abduction

Chapter Four: The Rules

Chapter Five: The First Crack

Chapter Six: Forced Proximity

Chapter Seven: The First Softness

Chapter Eight: Manipulation or Truth?

Chapter Nine: The Breaking Point

Chapter Ten: Obsession Takes Root

Chapter Eleven: Confession in the Dark

Chapter Twelve: The First Touch

Chapter Thirteen: The Point of No Return

Chapter Fourteen: I Love You (Unspoken)

Chapter Fifteen: The Reckoning

Chapter Sixteen: The Plan

Chapter Seventeen: Vulnerability

Chapter Eighteen: The Betrayal Setup

Chapter Nineteen: The Siege

Chapter Twenty: I Choose You

Chapter Twenty-One: The Ultimatum

Chapter Twenty-Two: All Is Lost

Chapter Twenty-Three: Dark Night of the Soul

Chapter Twenty-Four: The Revelation

Chapter Twenty-Five: Burn the Kingdom

Chapter Twenty-Six: Survival

Chapter Twenty-Seven: New Identities

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Vicious Devotion


VICIOUS DEVOTION

© 2026 Alina Rose.

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews and critical articles.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Witness
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ISLA

The Caravaggio reproduction should have been my first warning.

I stood in the center of my gallery, surrounded by champagne-drunk patrons who wouldn't know a Rothko from a child's finger painting, and stared at the piece I'd hung in the back corner. Judith Beheading Holofernes. All that baroque violence rendered in oil—the determination in Judith's face, the blood spurting from the general's throat, the casual brutality of righteousness.

I'd chosen it because it sold a narrative. People didn't buy art anymore; they bought stories they could repeat at dinner parties.

Tonight's story was about feminine power.

The irony wouldn't hit me until later, when I was scrubbing someone else's blood from underneath my fingernails.

"Isla, darling, this collection is transcendent."

I turned to find Margaret Ashworth—old money, older face, newest husband—gesturing at a piece that wasn't even part of tonight's showing. I'd pulled it from storage to fill empty wall space.

"I'm so glad you're enjoying the evening, Margaret." The smile I gave her had been practiced in mirrors since I was nineteen and alone and learning that survival required performance. Ten years later, I could wear it like a second skin.

She air-kissed near my cheek, her Chanel No. 5 coating my throat. "We simply must do lunch. I'm redecorating the Hamptons house."

Translation: she wanted a discount and name-dropping rights.

"I'll have my assistant call you."

I didn't have an assistant. I had a business that I'd built from nothing, a studio apartment in Chelsea that cost more than most people's mortgages, and a recurring nightmare about ending up back in the foster system even though I'd aged out a decade ago.

Control. I'd learned early that it was the only thing that mattered. Control your environment, control your image, control who got close enough to leave.

No one got close enough to leave.

Margaret drifted away, trailing her investment banker husband like a designer handbag. I checked my phone. 9:47 PM. Another hour of this performance, then I could lock the doors, pour myself three fingers of whiskey, and pretend I enjoyed my life.

The gallery phone rang.

I frowned. No one called the gallery line during events. I wove through the crowd—thirty-two people, I'd counted, all of them here for the aesthetic of culture rather than culture itself—and grabbed the cordless from behind my desk.

"Chen Gallery."

Silence. Then: "We're outside. Delivery."

My stomach dropped. "I didn't order anything."

"Someone did. Back entrance."

The line went dead.

I stood there, phone pressed to my ear, listening to nothing. The back entrance opened into the alley that ran behind the gallery, a narrow stretch of overpriced real estate that smelled like piss and rotting produce from the restaurant three doors down.

I never used the back entrance after dark.

But I also never ignored deliveries. Last month, a client had sent a sculpture worth forty thousand dollars to the back door at midnight because his wife tracked his credit card statements.

This city ran on secrets.

I grabbed my keys and headed for the back hallway, heels clicking against the reclaimed hardwood I'd installed myself because contractors were expensive and YouTube was free. The sounds of the gallery faded—polite laughter, the clink of glasses, the carefully curated jazz playlist that made people feel sophisticated.

The back door was steel, industrial, completely at odds with the gallery's aesthetic. I'd installed three deadbolts after a break-in attempt my first year. My hand hovered over the first lock.

Something felt wrong.

I was good at reading wrongness. You learned that skill when you spent your childhood moving between houses where you were never quite wanted, always temporary, perpetually one mistake from being sent back.

But I was also good at ignoring my instincts when money was involved.

I unlocked the door. Didn't open it. Just the locks.

Then I heard the voices.

"—told you, it's handled—"

"He wants proof. You know how he gets."

Russian accents. Heavy ones.

I should have locked the door and walked away. Should have called the police, or building security, or literally anyone.

Instead, I pressed my ear to the cold steel.

"On your knees."

The voice that said it was flat. Bored. Like he'd said it a thousand times before.

A whimper. "Please. I have kids. I have—"

"You have a debt."

The sound that came next wasn't loud. Just a crack, like someone snapping a thick branch. Then a wet, heavy thud.

My hand was on the door handle before my brain caught up.

I don't know why I opened it. Curiosity. Stupidity. Some self-destructive impulse I'd inherited along with my mother's cheekbones and my father's inability to stay alive.

The door swung open six inches.

The alley was dark except for the security light mounted above the door, casting everything in harsh white-yellow. Three men. Two standing. One on the ground in a spreading pool of something black that I knew was red.

The man on the ground turned his head.

Our eyes met.

He was young. Younger than me. Dark hair, pale skin going paler, mouth opening and closing like a fish drowning in air. His hand reached toward me—not for help, just reaching, the autonomous movement of a body that didn't know it was already gone.

Then his eyes went empty.

I'd never watched someone die before. Didn't know that you could see it happen, the exact moment the person left and only meat remained.

One of the standing men looked up.

He was tall. Dark coat. Face half-shadowed. But his eyes caught the light, and they were blue. Pale blue. Winter sky blue.

We stared at each other across fifteen feet of alley and one corpse.

Run, my brain screamed. Move. Breathe. Do anything.

I stumbled backward. The door slammed shut. My hands shook so badly it took three tries to turn the first deadbolt.

"—heard something—"

"Check it."

Footsteps. Running.

I got the second lock turned. The third. My lungs burned. When had I stopped breathing?

The door handle rattled.

I backed away. Once. Twice. My heel caught on something and I went down hard, hip cracking against the concrete floor. Pain bloomed bright and sharp.

The door rattled again. Harder.

Then stopped.

Silence.

I lay there on the floor of my gallery hallway, wearing a dress that cost eight hundred dollars, and tried to remember how to make my lungs work.

In. Out. In. Out.

The physiological process of not dying.

My phone. I needed my phone. It was—where was it?

My office. I'd left it on the desk.

I crawled. Literally crawled, because my legs had decided standing was no longer part of their job description. The sounds of the party drifted toward me. Someone laughed. Someone else debated the merits of abstract expressionism.

A man was dead fifteen feet away and the world just kept spinning.

I made it to my office, pulled myself up using the desk chair, and grabbed my phone with hands that didn't feel attached to my body.

911.

My finger hovered over the screen.

If I called, there would be police. Questions. Reports. My name in a database somewhere, connected to a murder, connected to men with Russian accents and cold eyes.

If I didn't call, a mother somewhere would wait for her son to come home.

The choice wasn't really a choice.

I dialed.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"There's—" My voice cracked. I tried again. "There's been a murder. Behind my building. The alley behind 847 West 28th."

"Ma'am, are you safe? Are the perpetrators still on scene?"

"I don't know. I don't—I saw them, I saw it happen, I—"

"Okay, ma'am, I need you to stay calm. Are you inside a building?"

"Yes. My gallery. I own the gallery."

"Lock the doors. Police are three minutes away. Stay on the line with me."

I walked back to the main gallery on legs made of wire and prayer. Everyone was still drinking, still laughing, still performing their carefully constructed lives.

"I need you all to leave." My voice came out steady. Strange. "Now. We're closing early."

Margaret looked affronted. "But darling, it's barely ten—"

"Now."

Something in my face made them move. Within five minutes, the gallery was empty except for me and the 911 operator's voice in my ear, telling me I was doing great, that help was coming, that I was safe.

I wasn't safe.

The knowing settled into my bones like cold water, heavy and certain.

The police came. I gave my statement three times to three different detectives. Told them about the phone call, the voices, the blue-eyed man. They took my information. Told me I was very brave. Told me someone would be in touch.

I locked the gallery at 2 AM and took a rideshare home because I didn't trust my hands to hold a steering wheel.

The driver tried to make small talk. I stared out the window and counted streetlights until he gave up.

My apartment building was quiet. It was always quiet, insulated by the kind of money I'd spent my childhood believing I'd never have. I'd bought safety with square footage and a doorman named Marcus who worked nights and always remembered my name.

"Evening, Ms. Chen. Late night?"

"Gallery event."

He smiled. I tried to smile back. Wasn't sure if I succeeded.

The elevator ride to the seventh floor took forever and no time at all. I opened my apartment door, stepped inside, locked it behind me. Three locks, just like the gallery. Control.

I made it to the bathroom before I threw up.

Afterward, I sat on the cold tile floor, pressed my forehead to the toilet seat, and told myself I was fine. People saw terrible things every day. Trauma was practically a New York rite of passage. I'd survived worse.

Except I wasn't sure that was true anymore.

Eventually, I stood. Brushed my teeth. Washed my face. The woman in the mirror looked like me but felt like a stranger.

I changed into sleep clothes I wouldn't sleep in, poured whiskey I wouldn't drink, and walked to my living room window.

My apartment faced west, overlooking the street. Usually I liked watching the city at night, all those lights like proof that other people existed, that I wasn't completely alone.

Tonight, the view made my skin crawl.

A black SUV was parked across the street. Tinted windows. Running engine, judging by the exhaust in the cold air.

It hadn't been there when I came home. I was sure of it.

I watched it for five minutes. Ten. It didn't move.

Then the passenger window rolled down, just an inch, and I swear on everything I had left—

Someone was looking up at me.

I stepped back from the window so fast I knocked over the whiskey glass. It shattered on my hardwood floor, amber liquid spreading like blood in an alley, and I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, couldn't do anything but stare at the broken glass and understand with perfect, crystalline clarity:

I'd just made the worst mistake of my life.
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Chapter Two: The Enforcer's Assignment
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DOMINIC

The blood came off easily.

It always did. Hot water, industrial soap, three minutes of scrubbing. I watched pink-tinged water spiral down the drain of the warehouse bathroom and felt nothing.

Feeling was a luxury I'd stopped being able to afford at fourteen, when Dimitri Zakharov put a gun in my hand and a body at my feet and told me to choose: pull the trigger or join the corpse.

I'd pulled the trigger.

That was eighteen years ago. Somewhere between then and now, I'd stopped counting the bodies. They blurred together after the first dozen—faces, names, pleas. All of it white noise against the static of survival.

Tonight's body had been young. Stupid. Skimmed money from a shipment and thought no one would notice because his uncle was a lieutenant.

His uncle was the one who'd ordered the hit.

I dried my hands on a paper towel that felt like sandpaper and stared at my reflection in the cracked mirror. Same face I'd had yesterday. Same face I'd have tomorrow. Dark hair cropped short because long hair gave people something to grab. Pale eyes that my mother used to call "winter sky" before she overdosed when I was six. Scar through my left eyebrow from a broken bottle when I was nine.

The face of a killer.

It fit better than the alternative.

My phone buzzed. Unknown number, which meant it was Dimitri. He went through burner phones like other people went through coffee.

"Da."

"Clean?"

"Always."

"Good. We have a problem."

I waited. Dimitri's problems had a way of becoming my problems, usually involving creative applications of violence.

"The Antonov hit. Someone saw."

My jaw tightened. The kid in the alley. We'd been careful—chosen a location we controlled, timed it for minimal foot traffic. But careful and perfect weren't the same thing.

"Who?"

"Gallery owner. Woman. Isla Chen, twenty-seven, no family, no connections. She saw Yuri and Alexei. Called the police." Dimitri's voice went cold. "She gave a statement."

Fuck.

I didn't say it out loud. Dimitri didn't tolerate unprofessional language, which was hilarious considering our profession involved murder for money.

"The police believe her?"

"They're investigating. Which means they'll be looking at our operations in that sector. We can't afford attention right now, not with the shipment coming through next month."

I could hear where this was going. "You want her silenced."

"I want her managed." Dimitri stressed the word like he was explaining basic concepts to a child. "She's a civilian. High-profile. Owns a successful business in Chelsea. If she disappears or turns up dead immediately after giving a statement about us, the police will dig deeper. We don't need deeper."

"So what do you want?"

"I want you to extract her. Take her somewhere quiet. Keep her alive and compliant until she recants her testimony. Tell her she was mistaken, traumatized, saw things wrong in the dark. Whatever pretty lies civilians tell themselves to feel safe."

"And if she refuses?"

Silence on the other end. Then: "Convince her."

The line went dead.

I stood in the warehouse bathroom, holding a silent phone, and ran through the logistics. Extraction would be simple—she lived alone, worked alone, had no close ties according to our preliminary intel. People without connections were easy prey.

Keeping her compliant was the variable.

Fear worked on most people. Threats to their lives, their families, their futures. But fear also made people unpredictable. Scared animals bit.

I'd need to isolate her completely. No outside contact, no hope of rescue, no variables I couldn't control.

I had a place. A safe house two hours north of the city, deep in the woods, owned through enough shell corporations that it was invisible. I'd used it twice before for... similar situations.

Both of those situations had ended badly.

Not my problem. I'd done what was asked. If the targets had ultimately required permanent solutions, that was their choice, not mine.

I pocketed my phone and headed for the warehouse exit. Yuri and Alexei were waiting by their car, smoking and looking twitchy. The shooter and the driver. Both young, both eager to prove themselves, both sloppy as fuck.

"Volkov." Yuri straightened when he saw me. "We didn't know anyone was there. The door was locked, we checked—"

"You checked after the shot."

His face went pale. "We—"

"You drew attention. Dimitri is displeased."

The color drained completely. Being responsible for Dimitri's displeasure was a career-limiting move, emphasis on limiting your lifespan.

"We'll fix it," Alexei said quickly. "We'll find her, we'll—"

"You'll do nothing." I let ice creep into my voice. "You've done enough. I'm handling it."

Relief and resentment warred on their faces. Relief won. They were smart enough to know that Dimitri sending me meant they were off the hook.

For now.

I walked past them to my car—a black Mercedes sedan, expensive but not flashy, the kind of vehicle that disappeared in city traffic. Everything about my life was designed to disappear. My apartment was corporate-rented. My clothes came from stores without security cameras. I had three passports, four bank accounts, and zero people who would notice if I vanished tomorrow.

It was exactly how I needed it to be.

I drove back to the city with the windows down, letting cold October air scrub away the warehouse smell—concrete dust and gun oil and the copper tang of blood that probably only existed in my imagination.

The drive gave me time to think.

Isla Chen. Twenty-seven. Gallery owner. No family.

I pulled up her file on my phone at a red light—photos, background, financial records. We had people everywhere; getting civilian information was easier than ordering takeout.

Her face stared at me from the DMV photo. Dark eyes. Sharp cheekbones. Black hair pulled back in a neat bun. She looked severe. Controlled. The kind of woman who'd built walls so high she'd forgotten what it felt like to be vulnerable.

I knew the type. I was the type.

The gallery was in Chelsea. Expensive real estate. Her financials showed she'd purchased it five years ago, built it from nothing into something profitable. Impressive, for someone who'd aged out of foster care with no support system.

Survivor.

Those were always the hardest to break.

My phone buzzed again. This time it was a text from Dimitri's assistant—an encrypted message with an address and a time. 

Tomorrow. 10 AM. Bring your report.

I deleted the message and took the next turn toward my apartment. I needed sleep. Needed to approach this logically, strategically. Emotion was the enemy of efficiency.

But when I closed my eyes that night, I kept seeing her face from the file photo.

Something about the eyes.

––––––––
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THE MEETING LOCATION was a restaurant in Brighton Beach—Russian-owned, Russian-staffed, Russian clientele. The front room served borscht and pelmeni to babushkas and dock workers. The back room served as Dimitri's occasional office when he wanted to feel nostalgic for Moscow.

I arrived exactly on time. Early suggested eagerness; late suggested disrespect. Punctuality suggested professionalism.

The hostess—Dimitri's niece, or cousin, or mistress, I'd never cared enough to clarify—led me to the back without a word. The room was small, windowless, decorated with Soviet propaganda posters that Dimitri claimed were ironic.

They weren't.

Dimitri sat behind a desk that was too large for the space, smoking a cigarette that was technically illegal indoors. He was sixty-three, built like a tank, with grey hair and eyes like frozen mud.

He'd killed his first man at twelve.

We had that in common.

"Dominic. Sit."

I sat in the chair across from him. The wood creaked. Everything in this room creaked—designed to make visitors uncomfortable, to remind them they were on unstable ground.

"The Chen woman. What's your plan?"

I laid it out. Simple, efficient, low-risk. Extract her from the gallery during business hours—a daytime abduction drew less attention than a nighttime break-in. Take her to the safe house. Isolate and pressure until she recanted.

Dimitri listened without interrupting, smoking his cigarette down to the filter.

"Timeline?"

"Two weeks. Maybe three if she's stubborn."

"You have one."

I kept my face neutral. "One week may not be enough to—"

"The shipment arrives in twelve days. I need this resolved before then. One week, Dominic. After that..." He spread his hands. "We solve the problem permanently."

He was telling me to kill her if I couldn't break her.

Standard protocol. I'd done it before.

So why did something in my chest tighten?

"Understood."

Dimitri studied me through a haze of smoke. "You've been with us a long time, Volkov. Since you were, what, fourteen?"

"Thirteen."

"Thirteen." He smiled. It looked wrong on his face, like a corpse trying to remember how. "You've always been good at this. Reliable. Cold. It's why I trust you with delicate situations."

This wasn't delicate. This was cleanup.

But I nodded.

"Don't let her get in your head," Dimitri continued. "I've seen it happen. Pretty girl, sad story, and suddenly my best men are making stupid choices." His eyes hardened. "You're not stupid, are you, Dominic?"

"No, sir."

"Good." He stubbed out his cigarette. "Because stupid men end up in alleys with bullets in their heads. And I'd hate to waste a bullet on you."

It wasn't a joke.

"One more thing." Dimitri pulled a manila folder from his desk drawer and slid it across to me. "Everything we have on her. Read it. Know it. Use it."

I took the folder. Thick. Thorough.

"And Volkov?" Dimitri's voice dropped. "Don't fuck her. Don't feel for her. She's a problem to solve, not a woman. Remember that."

––––––––
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I READ THE FILE IN my car.

Isla Chen. Born in San Francisco. Parents died in a car accident when she was nine—father driving drunk, mother in the passenger seat, Isla in the back with a seatbelt that saved her life. Spent the next nine years in foster care, bouncing between seven different homes. Emancipated at eighteen. Put herself through community college, then a state school. Moved to New York at twenty-two with eight hundred dollars and a portfolio of art history knowledge.

Built her gallery from nothing.

No romantic relationships on file. No close friends. No pets. No emergency contacts listed anywhere.

Alone.

Completely, entirely alone.

I closed the folder and stared out the windshield at the grey sky over Brooklyn.

She was no one. A civilian who'd been in the wrong place at the wrong
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