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Chapter 1: The Blood Debt
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The silence in the room was not empty. It was heavy, dense, as if it possessed a physical mass pressing down on my shoulders to force me to sit down.

Opposite me, on the other side of a mahogany desk so polished it reflected my pale face like a black mirror, Master Vane waited. He hadn't moved an inch in ten minutes. His hands, folded on the beige file, were perfectly manicured. Too clean. Like those of a surgeon who's just washed after dissecting a body.

Or a life.

"Miss?" he said in a soft, almost fatherly voice. It was the worst kind of voice. The kind you use to announce terminal cancer.

I swallowed hard. My throat felt like sandpaper. I tried to speak, but no sound came out. I simply looked down at the document spread out before me. The numbers danced a macabre waltz before my eyes. Seven zeros. A sum so grotesque it became abstract. It was the price of my father's failure. The price of his lies.

The price of my freedom.

Under the table, my hands twisted together. My palms were clammy and slippery, yet I shivered. The air conditioning in the glass tower was set to a polar temperature, or perhaps the cold was coming from within my bones.

"I... I can't pay for this," I finally murmured. "You know that. Nobody can. Seize the house. Take the cars, my mother's jewelry. Take everything."

Vane gave a small, sad smile, a repugnant grimace of false compassion.

“We’ve already assessed the assets, Sienna. Even if we liquidate the entire remaining estate, it would barely cover this month’s interest. Your father borrowed from men you don’t negotiate with. Men who don’t go to court to settle their disputes.”

He paused, letting the implication hang in the stale air.

— Dante Volkov bought back the debt this morning.

The name hit me like a physical slap. Volkov. The monster. The man who had pushed my father to his limits, the one who had orchestrated his downfall piece by piece, like a sadistic game of chess, until Dad's heart gave out.

A wave of heat, a mixture of pure hatred and terror, rose up the back of my neck.

"I will not deal with him," I spat, raising my chin as a survival reflex.

“You have no choice,” Vane retorted, his voice instantly losing its honeyed sweetness and becoming as sharp as a scalpel. “It’s either seizure and the street—and believe me, the original creditors will find you, even on the street—or the Arrangement.”

He slid a second bundle of papers towards me. It was thinner. More intimate.

— Ninety days, Sienna. That's all he's asking for.

I set the title of the document: PRIVATE BOARDING SCHOOL CONTRACT .

"From boarding school?" I repeated, incredulous.

— Mr. Volkov is a rather unusual man. He believes the debt should be settled in kind, since money is lacking. He offers to forgive the entire debt in exchange for your presence at his primary residence for three months.

I scanned the lines diagonally, my heart beating so hard it resonated in my eardrums like a war drum.

Article 4: The Subject must be available 24 hours a day. Article 7: It is strictly forbidden to leave the grounds of the estate. Article 12: Absolute obedience to the Owner's directives.

Each word was a steel bar closing in around me. It was slavery disguised as a legal transaction.

"And what is he going to do to me?" I asked, my voice trembling despite myself.

Vane shrugged, a gesture of icy indifference.

“I’m just the lawyer, Sienna. I handle the contracts, not my clients’ wishes. But know this: Dante Volkov isn’t a man who likes to be refused anything. If you don’t sign, you’re signing your family’s death warrant. Literally.”

I closed my eyes for a moment. The image of my father, lying in his coffin just a week ago, flashed through my mind. He had sacrificed everything trying to protect us, and he had failed. It was my turn. I couldn't leave my mother and little sister to face the wolves. I had to throw myself into the jaws of the biggest one to save them.

I opened my eyes again. The world seemed clearer, darker.

— Give me a pen.

Vane handed me a heavy Montblanc pen, cold to the touch. The metal absorbed the heat from my fingers instantly. My hand was trembling so violently that the pen tip hovered above the dotted line, threatening to leave an ink blot before I even touched the paper.

I took a deep breath. The air smelled of leather and disinfectant.

Don't cry. Don't give him that satisfaction, even from a distance.

I pressed the pen against the paper. The scratching on the page was the loudest sound I had ever heard. I traced my name, each letter a farewell to the girl I had been when I entered this room.

I put the pen down. Vane retrieved the document with predatory speed, as if he were afraid I would tear it up.

"Excellent choice," he said, putting the contract back in his briefcase. "A car will be waiting for you downstairs. You won't need to go home again."

I stood up, my legs like jelly. I felt empty. Drained.

"I didn't pack a suitcase," I said stupidly.

"Everything you need will be provided," Vane replied without even looking at me.

I walked towards the glass door. Outside, the Seattle sky was gray, threatening, a mirror of my future. I had sold my soul to the devil to save my family, but as I placed my hand on the cold doorknob, an icy certainty pierced my gut.

I had just signed my own death warrant, and Dante Volkov now held the pen.
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Chapter 2: The Trophy
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Punctuality is the only virtue I respect in incompetent people.

At precisely six o'clock, the headlights of the armored sedan swept across the wrought-iron gates of the estate. I was standing in front of the bay window of my office, an unopened glass of whiskey in my hand, observing the scene like an entomologist observes an insect heading towards a trap.

It was raining. A fine, icy rain that shrouded the surrounding forest in a greyish haze. Perfect. Isolation was the first step in conditioning.

I took a sip, letting the amber liquid burn my throat. It wasn't alcohol; it was the taste of victory. Richard, Sienna's father, had thought he could outsmart me. He had thought his banker's smiles and political connections would protect him. He had been wrong. He died knowing I had won, that I had methodically dismantled everything he had built.

But his death had deprived me of the final satisfaction: seeing him crawl.

That's why she was there. The daughter. The heiress.

The car stopped in the paved courtyard, three floors below. I placed my glass on the desk, the clinking of crystal against wood echoing sharply in the room's absolute silence. I needed no one here. The staff was invisible, trained to be unobtrusive.

I expected the driver to have to pull her out of the vehicle. I anticipated a pathetic scene: tears, screams, perhaps even a hysterical attempt at resistance typical of spoiled children having their credit cards taken away. I had prepared my indifference. I was ready to break something fragile.

The driver, Anton, got out and opened the rear door with military stiffness.

A slender leg appeared first. Then she emerged from the passenger compartment.

I squinted.

Sienna wasn't wearing a coat, just a light jacket ill-suited to the biting wind. Her hair was pulled back, exposing the line of her neck. From where I was, she looked tiny, an insignificant speck of pale color against the massive black stone of the mansion. A gust of wind nearly knocked her over.

"Go on, " I thought with cold contempt. " Collapse. Cry over your fate."

But she didn't move.

Instead of cowering, she planted herself firmly on the slippery cobblestones. She adjusted her jacket, a slow, almost mechanical gesture, then she did something I hadn't factored into my calculations.

She raised her head.

Straight towards my window.

Of course, she couldn't see me. The glass was one-way, and the room was plunged into semi-darkness. To her, I was nothing but a dark reflection, an impenetrable facade. Yet, her gaze seemed to pierce the void, searching for the enemy, searching for the monster.

There were no tears on his face. No visible panic in his posture. Just absolute rigidity. It was the posture of someone walking towards the scaffold but refusing to lower their eyes before the executioner.

An unpleasant sensation ran down my spine. An irritation.

I hadn't ordered a martyr. I had ordered a victim.

If she thought her fragile dignity would protect her here, she was sorely mistaken. On the contrary, it made the task more... stimulating. Breaking glass is easy and noisy. Breaking steel requires heat and pressure.

I felt a smile stretch my lips, a smile that didn't reach my eyes. She had fire within her? Very well. I would gladly extinguish it, spark by spark.

She finally looked away to follow Anton towards the main entrance. I moved away from the window.

I adjusted my cufflinks, checking my reflection in the mirror. Impeccable. Cold. Untouchable.

— Welcome to hell, Prinipessa , I murmured to the empty room.

I left the office to go downstairs to greet him. It was time to state the rules.
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Chapter 3: The Manor of Shadows
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When the heavy oak doors closed behind me, the sound was not a slam, but a dull and final boom , like the lid of a sarcophagus falling back down.

The silence that followed was deafening.

I stood frozen on the doormat, rainwater dripping from my hair and hem, forming a small, dark puddle around my worn boots. I didn't dare move. I felt as though if I took a step on the pristine black and white marble that stretched out before me, an alarm would sound.

The place was... immense. The ceiling disappeared into shadow, three stories above, supported by columns that would have belonged in a cathedral. But there was nothing sacred here. The air was dry, filtered, smelling of beeswax and emptiness. There were no photographs, no flowers, no sign of life. Just bronze statues with tormented faces and slate-gray walls that seemed to absorb the light.

It wasn't a house. It was a mausoleum for the living.

— You taste it.

The voice was a deep rumble, coming from nowhere and everywhere at once. It vibrated directly in my chest, making the hairs on my arms stand on end.

I looked up at the grand central staircase.

He was there.

Dante Volkov descended the steps with calculated slowness. I had seen his photographs in the newspapers—often blurry, taken surreptitiously during trials he always won or funerals he had probably caused. But the photos lied. They didn't capture the aura that emanated from him.

He was immense. His frame filled his tailored black three-piece suit with a contained power. He stopped three steps from the end, towering over me.

My breath caught in my throat.

He was terrifyingly handsome. His features were chiseled, his square jaw shaded by a few days' growth of beard, and his black hair swept back. But it was his eyes that rooted me to the spot. Gray. A stormy gray, devoid of any warmth.

He didn't greet me. He didn't smile.

His eyes traveled slowly up and down my body. I instantly felt naked, defiled. He wasn't looking at a woman, not even a guest. He was inspecting a purchase. He was checking the condition of the merchandise for which he had just paid a fortune.

— I... I began, my voice breaking miserably.

He raised a hand. A brief, imperious gesture. Silence.

He finished descending the last few steps and walked towards me. My instinct screamed to retreat, to flee, but my feet felt welded to the marble. He stopped so close I could smell him: an intoxicating mixture of stale tobacco, expensive spices, and metallic danger.
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